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Chapter 1: Introduction  

1.1 Origins of the research  

The origins of this thesis lie in my own personal journey and discovery of myself as a bisexual 

woman, and in my observations of and reflections with other bisexual and queer1 women. I have 

been aware of my bisexual identity from a young age, but I never felt comfortable to disclose it. 

My reluctance to do so was influenced by the lack of affirming representations of bisexuality in 

the media or in my community while I was growing up. This resulted in me suppressing my 

bisexual feelings and adopting a heterosexual identity. In 2016, I started to be more socially 

involved in queer spaces in and around the city of Johannesburg. Through going to bars and 

clubs, such as Liquid Blue and other similar venues in Melville, and participating in Activate, an 

LGBTQI+2 club at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits University), I started to notice how 

the discussion and visibility of bisexuals was minimal or non-existent. When there was a 

discussion on bisexuality in these spaces, some of the responses were mixed, with many 

individuals questioning the legitimacy of a bisexual identity.  

All these experiences led me to author a paper with a former colleague (Khuzwayo & Morison, 

2018) on my own experience as a bisexual woman. The paper looked at my early discovery of 

my sexual identity, at the biphobia I encountered when disclosing my identity, and at the 

invisibility of this identity, as few bisexuals at the time were openly in community with each 

 
1 The word queer does not refer to the essence of an individual, in this case sexual identity’, rather the word gets its 

meaning from the relational contexts it is used. The word can be defined as that which is  not the norm or legitimate 

in society . This means that the word is fluid and can encompass different meanings in relation to sexual identity, 

race or politics as long as it is used in a manner that indicates behaviour, beliefs and identities that are not the usual 

(Butler, 1993). For this thesis the word ‘queer’ is used to mean individuals who are not heterosexual. For this thesis 

the word ‘queer’ is used to mean individuals who are not heterosexual.  
2 LGBTQI+ in this thesis stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex and other diverse sexual 

orientations and gender identities. 
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other or with other LGBTQI+ individuals. I received some positive feedback on this paper from 

other bisexual individuals who could relate to my experience of invisibility and biphobia. I then 

started to research bisexuality in South Africa and noticed that some research on bisexual 

identity had been done (Stobie, 2004), but that it was limited. After much discussion with other 

scholars and my supervisor, I decided to write my PhD thesis on this topic. Through my own 

experiences as described above, I wanted to understand the history of bisexuality and how it is 

understood in the South African context today, taking into consideration social factors such as 

race, class, age and space, and how these factors impact on the ways in which bisexuals construct 

their identity from a Global South3 perspective.  

Another motivation for my research is that I found that how bisexuals have been understood was 

limited and mainly from experiences coming from the United States of America (USA) or in 

Europe. Research that focused on bisexuals mainly looked at them from a negative mental health 

perspective which added onto misunderstanding. The research that has been done on bisexuals 

has not looked at those living in the Global South. There are many reasons for this which I will 

discuss further in the literature review, but a critical motivation for me was that I wanted to 

visibilise the experience of bisexuals living in Johannesburg. I wanted to delve deeper into the 

experiences of how women living in the Global South defined, understood and performed 

bisexuality in this part of the world. As will be seen in the literature review and in the analysis 

section of the study, bisexuality has been defined differently over time and in different contexts 

where in some instances it has been used to refer to the biology of the individual and in order 

cases it has been used to refer to the sexual identity of the individual.  I wanted to acknowledge 

 
3 ‘Global South’ refers to countries that are located in the Southern hemisphere, and that may have experienced 

colonialism. These countries are classified as economically developing nations, and some of them do not permit 

their citizens to have political and democratic freedoms as defined by Western institutions (Márquez & Miguel, 

2020).  
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all of these different definitions and locate the understanding of bisexuality now for my 

participants and what this can tell us about how bisexuality is understood in a Global South city. 

Secondly with this research I wanted to contribute to the work done on bisexuals that adds a 

different dimension by using geographical contexts to inform how it is that we understand 

bisexuals across the globe in different settings.  

Focusing the research on bisexual women was intentional, as my overall work as an academic 

scholar has focused on researching and writing up women’s lives and experiences. Academic 

work that has centred women and their experiences has only been undertaken since the 1970s, 

beginning with the creation of a formal Women’s Studies Program at San Diego State College; 

from then on, other programmes have been initiated across the globe (Salper, 2011). The 

development of this research focus is even more recent on the African continent, where such 

work is still in its early phase. This is especially true regarding black women: it is only very 

recently that our multiple experiences have begun to be documented in a manner that properly 

shows the fullness of our humanity, and not just the harmful and violent experiences we undergo.  

In this introduction I first present a broad overview of sexuality studies on the African continent, 

looking at how studies have shown that homosexuality has always existed in Africa, even though 

proponents of religious and certain anti-colonial perspectives argue for its immorality and 

foreignness on the continent. I then provide contextual background on South Africa, and how the 

understanding of sexuality studies in this country has come into being through a health 

perspective in the LGBTQI+ movement. These themes will be discussed in detail in the literature 

review in Chapter 2. Finally, I give a full outline of the structure of the thesis and the 

significance of this research.  
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1.2 Sexuality studies in Africa  

On the African continent, research by Africans on sexuality was not a priority during the early 

years of independence (Bennett, 2017). As countries on the continent gained their independence, 

their focus was on economic development, and academic research focused on trying to assist in 

this endeavour (Bennett, 2017). As the decades have passed, research on issues of gender and 

sexuality on the continent has grown. Research has been done in different parts of the continent 

over the past few decades (Epprecht, 2018; Dankwa, 2009). that has looked at different 

sexualities in different context which has resulted in resistance and advocacy for LGBTQI+ 

individuals. An example of this is work done by various authors in a book edited by Bennet and 

Tamale (2017) titled ‘Research on gender and sexualities in Africa’ that looks at sexualities 

across the continent and how they are constructed by individuals in different contexts. Even with 

this progress, research on sexualities still faces challenges. One of the biggest challenges to 

sexuality studies in Africa is the lack of recognition of non-heterosexual identities in certain 

countries (Tamale, 2017); 33 out of the 54 African countries have criminalized homosexual 

behaviour. This criminalization is influenced by religious conservatism and the idea of 

homosexuality as ‘un-African’ (Tamale, 2017). Africa has more Christians than any other 

continent (599 million), and 44% (446 million) of Africans are Muslim (Johnson et al., 2018; 

Kettani, 2009). Even though Christian and Muslim individuals have tried to challenge 

homophobia from within their religious communities, both religions view homosexuality as 

immoral (Tamale, 2017). The idea of non-heterosexual identities as a product of the colonial 

West persists in certain parts of the continent (Epprecht, 2013). Some countries have viewed 

non-heteronormativity as a strategy by the West to retain a form of colonialism (i.e., mental 
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control) of Africans (Carlse, 2018; Wahab, 2016).4 Both the religious and colonial perspectives 

on homosexuality have made it very difficult for LGBTQI+ individuals to be able to express or 

even disclose their sexual identity; I will delve more into this in Chapter 5.  

Sexuality studies in South Africa is a growing field that has been influenced in numerous ways 

by other fields of studies. One of the most significant of these fields has been public health, 

which has looked at the many sexually communicable diseases that affect individuals. An 

example of this is the HIV/Aids crisis that occurred from the late 1990s. The impact of the 

HIV/Aids crisis in South Africa cannot be overstated, as this country had the highest prevalence 

of HIV on the continent during the period 2000–2010 (Shisana et al., 2009). This health crisis 

impacted on all sectors of South African society and contributed to the more general 

conversation on LGBTQI+ individuals and sexuality in the country. The focus of this 

conversation was on heterosexuals, gays and men having sex with men (MSM)5, but it did cross 

over to include lesbian women, and how these women needed to be considered in the discussion 

as they also had high infection rates (Matebeni et al., 2013). The result of this has been that other 

sexualities have not been researched with the same amount of interest. This has contributed to 

the lack of academic knowledge and understanding of these different sexualities in the broader 

society, as a health lens is the primary perspective used to study LGBTQI+ identities (Nyeck & 

Epprecht, 2013). 

In South Africa the high rates of Gender-Based Violence (GBV) against women in public spaces 

contributed towards research on sexualities. Women were experiencing sexual harassment as a 

way to control them and how they expressed themselves in public. An example of this occurred 

 
4 The ‘West’ refers to countries in Europe, Australasia and parts of the Americas that have influenced global 

civilization in terms of knowledge, social norms, values, and social and political systems. 
5 MSM refers to men having sex with men who don’t identify as homosexuals, as they also have sex with women. 
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in February 2008 when Nwabisa Ngcukana was stripped and paraded naked amongst onlookers 

at the Noord taxi rank in the Central Business District (CBD) of Johannesburg because she was 

wearing a miniskirt. (The Star, 2008). Nwabisa was not the first young women to have this occur 

to her as others came forth and this sparked outrage and discussion on women’s sexuality and 

how it is regulated in public (Vincent, 2008). Both the health crises as well as the GBV crisis 

occurring in South Africa at the time framed the context of research on sexualities which was 

political but limited.  

The research has shifted over time and sexuality studies in South Africa have documented the 

experiences of lesbian and gay individuals, and how they construct their sexual identities in 

relation to class and race (Mkhize et al., 2010; Reddy et al., 2009). Even from a health 

perspective, the focus has been on these two factors, with a limited focus on other identities that 

has limited the discussion. Researchers have recently begun moving away from this focus by 

looking at other sexualities such as transgender identity, and the types of challenges they face, 

which of course do intersect with challenges relating to race and class (Camminga, 2018). 

However, research on the bisexual experience has been very limited (Lynch & Maree, 2013, 

2017). Most of the work on bisexuality, as mentioned earlier, is related to MSM and to its impact 

on HIV infection rates. These studies do not research bisexual individuals themselves, and most 

of the research that has been associated with bisexuality has centred on men. The research that 

has been done on bisexual women has looked at these women as them being under the umbrella 

of LGBTQI+ studies or under work which looks at lesbians (Lynch and Maree, 2013). Research 

that primarily focuses on bisexual women and their experiences in South Africa has yet to occur.  

Research looking at women’s sexuality has also grown, but it has centred on lesbian identity and 

on the gender-based violence (GBV) that women experience because of how they express or 
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perform their sexuality. South Africa has one of the highest rates of GBV in the world, and both 

straight and lesbian women have endured the most of this violence (Special Reports, 2020). 

Heteropatriarchal ideas on how women should express their sexuality persist, and if women do 

not conform to these ideas, they can face forms of violence or harassment. Examples of this can 

be seen in women being harassed in public because of the way they have chosen to dress (SAPA, 

2012). This has made women in South Africa incredibly conscious of how they dress or act in 

public, as they fear any unwanted negative attention. For queer women, the ability to openly 

express their sexuality is double layered because of their gender and their sexuality. During the 

period 2012–2017, 35% of hate crimes in South Africa were perpetrated against lesbian and gay 

individuals (Shange, 2018). The violence inflicted upon queer and heterosexual women’s bodies 

illustrates the extreme form of heteronormativity that women experience, and the constant 

pressure on women’s bodies to conform to heterosexuality (Gqola, 2015). This threat of violence 

against women’s bodies has affected non-heterosexual women, as they are reluctant to disclose 

their sexuality because of the possible violence they may experience (Arndt & De Bruin, 2011). 

As a result, a double-layered form of oppression occurs for non-heterosexual women where their 

bodies as women are being forced to regulate themselves and their sexuality is also regulated 

because of the severe threat of violence that might occur.  

1.3  History of the LGBTQI+ movement and the current context in South Africa  

Research, along with activism and advocacy in different parts of the globe, has contributed to our 

understanding of non-heterosexual identities. This has occurred mainly through the activities of 

the LGBTQI+ movement, which has gained political legitimacy via the state in the form of rights 

and the creation of legal and social spaces (clubs, bars, organizations) for LGBTQI+ individuals 
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and communities (Flores & Park, 2018). One cannot separate the research related to sexuality 

studies in South Africa from the LGBTQI+ movement and the HIV/Aids crisis in the country. As 

mentioned in the previous section, the high HIV+ infection rates that occurred focused research 

attention on sexual relations between individuals. The health crisis also affected the LGBTQI+ 

movement, as it was significantly affecting LGBTQI+ individuals, and activists advocated for 

adequate healthcare to treat the disease (Mbali, 2013). 

 The LGBTQI+ movement has informed how research on sexuality is conducted. When looking 

at the movement, it is important to examine the role of settler colonialism and apartheid, and how 

they influenced understandings of sexualities in South Africa. The Dutch arrived in southern 

Africa in 1652, bringing with them the idea of Christianity. By 1779 the Dutch Reformed Church 

(DRC) was able to establish a church, and as more territories were colonized in the Cape, the 

DRC grew, although with congregations consisting of white settlers (De Gruchy & De Gruchy, 

2005). There were many attempts to evangelize indigenous San and Khoi communities, but these 

were sporadic and were not successful in the beginning (De Gruchy & De Gruchy, 2005). It was 

during the 19th century that the international missionary movement, expressing concern and 

motivating for the evangelization of the ‘heathen’, instituted Christianity amongst the native 

populations of South Africa (De Gruchy & De Gruchy, 2005; Thompson, 1990). Historically, 

Christianity advocated the idea of homosexuality as a sin, and insisted that individuals should not 

engage in any homosexual acts. This type of thinking was implemented through the 

establishment of missionary schools and churches, but also in broader societal institutions. 

During this period, individuals were not legally persecuted for engaging in homosexual 

activities, but such activities were deemed socially unacceptable (Thompson, 1990).  

 The Immorality Act (No. 5 of 1927) initially prohibited sexual relations between the European 
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settlers and the indigenous people. Between 1950 and 1988 it was revised numerous times to 

include, amongst other things, the prohibition of same-sex sexual relations (Carolin, 2017). 

During the 1950s and 1960s there were a few gay organizations that mobilised against this 

legislation and the related restriction of movement, but these organizations consisted mainly of 

white men (Cameron, 1994). White lesbians were not restricted in their movements, and the law 

was mainly enforced on gay men for their behaviours or practices which was different for white 

women who were pressurized to marry into heterosexual relationships and have children 

(Gevisser, 1994).  

During the 1970s and 1980s, a homosexual subculture was prominent in Johannesburg and Cape 

Town.  Even though homosexuality was present in other cities and rural areas, it was in both of 

these cities that bars and bath houses for white gay men visibly existed (Cameron, 1994). It must 

be noted that these spaces were not open and free as there was an element of secrecy and 

apprehension for gay men who chose to engage in these spaces as they could face negative 

repercussions. The creation of these limited spaces indicates how white middle- and upper-class 

gay men were able to express and perform their sexuality in underground prohibited public social 

spaces; this was not a possibility for non-heterosexual white women and this illustrates the 

heteropatriarchy that white lesbian women experienced even though they had the privilege of 

race on their side. Unlike white gay men, historically black LGBTQI+ individuals were not able 

to legally create or access public spaces in which to discuss or explore their concerns related to 

their sexual identities. It is important to note that despite the attainment of ‘racial equality’ in 

post-apartheid South Africa, black LGBTQI+ individuals still face the challenge of existing in 

public spaces that are accessible to them racially and economically (Mkhize et al., 2010).  
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As repression from the apartheid government mounted in the 1980s, black queer individuals 

mobilized against the double-layered oppression of homophobia and racism (Reddy, 2005). 

Organizations such as Lesbians and Gays Against Oppression (LAGO), the Organization of 

Lesbian and Gay Activists (OLGA) and the Gay and Lesbian Organization of the Witwatersrand 

(GLOW) were established. For the first time, formal LGBTQI+ organizations were not only 

located in white suburban areas; they were also made up of black individuals who came from 

different social and economic classes in urban areas. These organizations were critical in 

lobbying the African National Congress (ANC) to ensure that LGBTQI+ rights were included in 

negotiations with the apartheid government and ultimately in the new Constitution (Cameron, 

1994). It is important to note the courage that black LGBTQI+ individuals such as Simon Nkoli 

and Phumi Mthethwa displayed in advocating for the intersection of race, gender and sexuality, 

and how these must be considered when drawing up the Constitution (Martin, 2020). These 

individuals and others organized with this approach in mind as a way to dismantle apartheid and 

achieve equality for all. An example of this was the first Pride march6 that was held in the central 

business district (CBD) of Johannesburg in 1990. This march brought together all LGBTQI+ 

individuals from different races and classes, which was a significant moment in the country 

(McLean, 2019).  

Historically, the LGBTQI+ movement in South Africa has acknowledged bisexuality, but has not 

given it the same level of attention as it gives to the sexuality of lesbian and gay individuals, or 

recognized the prejudice and bigotry displayed towards bisexuals and how that is a different 

experience from that encountered by lesbians and gays (Chan-Sam, 1994). Bisexuals in the early 

1990s were seen as individuals who experimented with their sexuality, transgressing binary 

 
6 The Pride march is an event celebrating lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender individuals. It advocates for and 

self-acceptance, achievements, legal rights and pride. 
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logics and practices of sexuality. This definition has since changed over the decades, and this 

will be illustrated by my participants and how they describe or define bisexuality in their own 

words in chapters four and five. Bisexuals (both male and female) who were open about their 

sexuality commented that they still experienced judgement and prejudice from homosexuals 

whom they thought to be allies in the LGBTQI+ movement, and that they encountered even 

more prejudice than homosexuals (Chan-Sam, 1994). This made them unwilling to self-identify 

as bisexuals, and rather to say that they were sexually fluid7 or homosexual. Historically, South 

African LGBTQI+ individuals had faced discrimination from the government, but also 

marginalization due to the lack of public spaces in which they could socialize with other 

LGBTQI+ people. For bisexuals there was an added layer of prejudice, as they faced judgement 

within the LGBTQI+ movement, since in some quarters bisexuality was not considered a valid 

identity (Chan-Sam, 1994). Both challenges persist in present-day South Africa, and this makes 

it difficult for bisexuals to be open about their sexuality (Lynch & Maree, 2013).  

The transition to democracy in South Africa ensured that the rights of LGBTQI+ individuals 

were protected in the Constitution (Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996). The 

Constitution has ensured that LGBTQI+ individuals are not discriminated against in any way 

because of their sexual orientation. Since the advent of democracy, more organizations have 

been established focusing on different issues affecting the LGBTQI+ community. These issues 

include the dissemination and preservation of queer knowledge (in the Gay and Lesbian 

Archive), a focus on transgender individuals (Gender DynamiX), health issues affecting 

LGBTQI+ individuals (OUT LGBT Well-being), creating a space for parents and friends to 

engage on LGBTQI+ issues (Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays [PFLAG]) and 

 
7 Sexually fluid identity can change throughout an individual's life, and may or may not align with biological sex, 

sexual behaviour or actual sexual orientation (Diamond, 2008). 
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research and advocacy work (the Triangle Project). These organizations are important for 

creating spaces for LGBTQI+ individuals to discuss and explore issues affecting them, but also 

for disseminating proper information to the broader society about the LGBTQI+ community. 

This, of course, has a history in South Africa, where black queer individuals used the limited 

space available to them to build community and feel safe, but also to advocate against the 

repressive regime of apartheid (Reddy, 2005). This space also allowed them to imagine a 

different type of political world, which is important in challenging inequalities. The creation of 

these post-apartheid organizations has led to some success in achieving these aims: a survey 

undertaken by the South African Institute of Race Relations in 2017 reported that nearly 80% of 

LGBTQI+ individuals did not experience discrimination at healthcare facilities, 67% of South 

Africans did not care if they lived with a homosexual, and 60% of surveyed individuals believed 

that LGBTQI+ individuals should not be sent to prison because of their sexual orientation 

(Morris, 2017). However, even though there have been considerable achievements and gains, 

there are still serious challenges facing LGBTQI+ individuals daily. Forty percent of LGBTQI+ 

individuals know of someone who has been murdered or experienced violence because of their 

sexual orientation, and many black LGBTQI+ individuals know of other black LGBTQI+ 

individuals who have experienced violence. This came to the fore during the Covid-19 

pandemic, when there was a high level of violence inflicted on black LGBTQI+ individuals 

across the country (South African Government News Agency, 2021); the government was 

required to respond by ensuring that LGBTQI+ individuals were not harmed and were protected 

during a difficult period. This has meant that black LGBTQI+ individuals are less likely to be 

open about their sexuality, as they fear homophobic violence (Morris, 2017), a theme that will be 

discussed in this thesis.  
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Elsewhere in Africa, Botswana, Angola and Cabo Verde are examples of countries that have 

decriminalized homosexuality in recent years.8 The enshrinement of legal rights for LGBTQI+ 

individuals in certain countries has had both positive and negative influences in different 

societies. The positive impact is that there has been more social acceptance of LGBTQI+ 

individuals. The acceptance, though, has been of homosexual individuals, and has not been 

extended to other sexual minority groups (Flores & Park, 2018). The negative impact has been 

that the establishment of LGBTQI+ identities, mainly drawn from the West, has created fixed 

ideas, practices and beliefs relating to sexualities, and individuals are required to fit into certain 

sexual categories in order to gain political and social recognition (Bristow, 2011; Nyeck & 

Epprecht, 2013). This is of particular concern for individuals located in the Global South, where 

sexual identities, practices, languages and beliefs extend beyond the LGBTQI+ framework and 

different social factors, such as race and class, affect an individual’s political recognition 

differently (Browne, 2015; Dutta, 2012; Matebeni, 2013).  

Recently there has been an increase in the number of anti-LGBTQI+ laws that have been 

introduced, and even passed, in Ghana and Uganda (Budoo-Scholtz, 2023; Reid, 2022). These 

laws are part of a broader drive within the reignited anti-LGBTQI+ movement that already 

existed on the continent, and of course globally. There are several actors (governments, religious 

organizations, etc.) that are actively advocating for and pursuing laws that are transphobic and 

homophobic (Filipovic, 2023; van Klinken, 2020). Across the continent, there have been 

instances of violence inflicted on LGBTQI+ individuals in countries where the response has been 

minimal, because although these countries have decriminalized homosexuality, it is still frowned 

upon (Reid, 2022). This mixed bag of victories and challenges for LGBTQI+ individuals 

 
8 See https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/where-african-countries-stand-in-their-struggle-toward-more-inclusive-

lgbtq-laws. 
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indicates that more work needs to be done to fight against this growing movement on the 

continent.  

1.4  Research question and outline of the thesis 

Given this context and the research gaps described above that this thesis focuses on bisexual 

women and their different experiences, beliefs, practices and performances of their sexual 

identity. The focus on women’s bisexuality is additionally important in that it provides an insight 

into the continuous policing of women’s bodies and their sexuality, to ensure that they conform 

to the heteronormativity desired the world over, and especially in South Africa.  As mentioned 

earlier women regardless of their sexuality experience some form of regulation in public in 

relation to how they claim and express their sexuality.  By focusing on bisexual women  (not a 

unitary group, as will be shown throughout this study), I wanted to see if the regulation of 

women’s sexuality was similar or there were unique experiences that bisexual women have.  

The selection of bisexual women was firstly bias as I highlighted in my introduction and as 

mentioned earlier the focus on non-heterosexual women in sexuality studies has focused on 

lesbian women and recently transgender women.  There has been limited research on bisexual 

women and this study aims to contribute towards studies on bisexual women.  

The central research question of the thesis is:  

How is bisexuality experienced, understood and performed in South Africa?  

The study will explore the experiences of these women living in Johannesburg and the different 

social factors that affect them. The study will describe these women’s experiences in an 

acknowledgement of the still ‘hidden’ nature of bisexuality, especially amongst women, but also 
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in ways that suggest something bigger about the fluid and non-identitarian nature of bisexuality 

as a distinct sexual practice (that is not always an identity).  

The thesis will focus on bisexual women living in Johannesburg. In exploring the overall 

research question, I also consider the sub-questions listed below:  

• What makes certain bisexual women ‘come out’ and others ‘not come out’? 

• What roles does race, and class play in differential identity practices related to sexuality? 

• How do urban spaces (clubs, bars, townships, suburbs, etc.) influence the identity and 

community of bisexual women?  

• Does bisexuality trouble heteronormative and non-heteronormative sexual identities, and if 

so, how?  

• What do these practices tell us about sexual cultures, practices and identities in South 

Africa, and beyond that, in the Global South? 

Chapter 2 of the thesis will review literature that has looked at understandings of gender and 

sexuality. In that chapter I delve more deeply into some of the literature that I have discussed in 

this introduction. The significant themes I look at are: 

• How sex and gender are constructed in society, and how this has influenced our 

understanding of sexuality, especially non-normative sexualities.  

• How bisexuality has been understood in sexuality studies globally and in South African 

society.  

• How race, class, space and age influence bisexuality in Johannesburg. 

• How the regulation of women’s sexuality occurs/persists in African contexts. 
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In my engagement with all these themes, and throughout the thesis, I use an intersectional 

perspective. This approach was developed by black feminists in the US who argued that an 

individual will have overlapping or intersecting social identities and related systems of 

oppression, domination, or discrimination (Crenshaw, 1989). This was a critical perspective in 

my consideration of issues of race, class, age and space in relation to how bisexual women in 

South Africa experience their sexual identity, and in my examination of the challenges that exist 

when claiming a fluid sexual identity and allowing for its expression without boundaries or 

limits. A critique on intersectionality by Puar (2012) has argued that this framework reduces 

individuals to specific binary identities (i.e. race and gender) that are fixed and are viewed as the 

main factors for understanding individuals and their experiences, rather than viewing these 

markers as a part of the components of and individual that are nuanced, fluid and different 

depending on the context.  For this study I was aware of this critique but using intersectionality 

was appropriate in the South African context. I attempted to not have these identity markers 

fixed in my analysis and this is shown by how respondents chose to identify themselves in terms 

of gender or how they understood what being bisexual means to them.  

 In Chapter 3, which is concerned with methodology and reflection, I detail how I used a life 

history approach in my study. I conducted interviews with my research participants in which we 

discussed how they had discovered their bisexuality and how they had been able to express and 

perform it in Johannesburg. My initial reflections on the research will be discussed in relation to 

the development of the questionnaire and the interview process, how I had to change my 

approach along the way because of the Covid-19 pandemic, and what this meant for the research.  

I begin my analysis of my research findings in Chapter 4, by looking at how my participants 

came to the discovery of their bisexuality. For some of my participants this happened early in 
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their childhood, while for others it occurred later in life. I look at why there was this difference, 

and how it was shaped by their ages as well as by the times they were living in. I then look at 

what this discovery felt like for my participants, and how it shaped the ways in which they 

expressed their sexual identity amongst friends and family, taking into consideration religion and 

race.  

In Chapter 5, I go on a journey in which I discuss why some of my participants have chosen to 

disclose their sexual identity and why others have not done so. In this chapter I look at the 

multiple factors affecting participants’ decisions to disclose their sexual identity – to come out – 

and what this has meant for how they express themselves. In this chapter I foreground the 

element of violence and harassment, and how this has become critical in relation to disclosure – 

or not – especially as most of my participants are black women living in South Africa.  

Chapter 6 looks at the city of Johannesburg, and how it has influenced the ways in which my 

participants have been able to perform their bisexuality in public. Johannesburg has a history of 

being an LGBTQI+-friendly space, but even in this context, challenges continue to confront my 

participants when they want to perform their sexuality in public. I explore the different spaces 

where my participants have been able to express themselves and build community with other 

bisexual and queer individuals, and how race and class continue to shape the ways in which they 

engage with the city. In terms of public space, I also look at the importance of the online space 

for bisexuals, and how this space has allowed them to express their sexual identity.  

In Chapter 7, the final chapter of my analysis, I consider the harassment and violence that my 

participants have experienced, not only because of their bisexuality but also because they are 

women who are not heterosexual, and what the implications of this are for both queer and non-
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queer communities.  

In Chapter 8, the concluding chapter of the thesis, I reflect on how bisexuality is expressed in 

Johannesburg through the experiences of my participants, and what this says about how we 

understand and research sexual identities in the Global South. I also reflect on my own journey 

through this research process, and how it has informed and even changed my perspective on 

bisexuality and how it is understood. I also reflect on what can come next for our approach to 

understanding sexual identities, especially by bringing into the discussion queer joy, and its 

critical role in how we document marginalized sexualities.  

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1  Introduction  

As noted in Chapter 1, sexuality studies is a field that has been growing since the 1970s, under 

the influence of the feminist movement in the Global North. On the African continent, the 

research in this field has been sporadic, with certain regions, such as Southern Africa, being 

documented and written about more than others. Researchers in some regions are still in the early 

stages of their work but are making thoughtful contributions to how we understand sexuality on 

the continent. I must note here that knowledge about queer individuals has always been present 

in Africa, in forms that are not deemed to be ‘knowledge’ by the standards of the Global North, 

as these forms have not met Global North criteria for being recognized as such (Macharia, 2016). 

The criteria that have been set thus far do not contextualize how knowledge is produced and 

understood in Global South countries, for example through storytelling across generations, which 

is a form of knowledge. These approaches are slowly starting to be included in bodies of 
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academic knowledge. 

 In South Africa, this field has only emerged and grown since the early 2000s, as a result of the 

HIV+ health crisis, and the focus on men having sex with men (MSM) and on the significant 

cases of violence inflicted on black lesbian bodies (Mkhize et al., 2010). This focus, of course, 

has evolved to look at other sexual identities, and at the nuanced experiences of being queer in 

the country. In all this research the focus on bisexual individuals, and specifically bisexual 

women, has been minimal; the research that has been done has looked at women who are lesbian. 

Recent studies, though, have started to consider other sexualities, such as transgender or queer 

individuals (Camminga, 2018; Jobson et al., 2012).  

For me this context is important, as it makes the conversation on bisexual women in South 

Africa interesting in this moment when work is constantly being produced on the continent that 

looks at individuals who are not heterosexual, and are defining themselves outside the 

boundaries of sexuality studies, or queer studies as it is now defined. This has made it exciting, 

yet difficult, to keep up with the research and the writing up of this thesis. At the same time, this 

production of knowledge has significantly contributed to my own thoughts on how I have come 

to understand bisexuality in South Africa from a Global South perspective. 

This chapter outlines the debates and contestations on various themes pertaining to bisexuality, 

such as the construction of sex and gender, bisexual erasure, heteronormativity, race and 

location, and how these have shaped different bisexual practices.  
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2.2 The construction of sex and gender 

Before one can begin to look at sexuality, one must first look at how human beings have been 

socially categorized from birth based on a socialized understanding of biological sex in Western 

society. One of the most key features that categorizes human beings in this society is their sexual 

organs. Butler (2006) argues that once this difference is accepted, a hierarchy is created whereby 

a certain sexual organ (the phallus) is favoured more than another organ (the vagina). In religious 

literature, such as the Bible, Eve is described as being born from Adam. The masculine type of 

human in history is seen as the absolute type, while the feminine type is seen as imperfect 

because of her difference from the masculine type, and is therefore viewed as the ‘Other’; since 

it does not have a phallus, the female body is immediately viewed as less than and subordinate to 

the male body (De Beauvoir, 1997). Numerous scholars have critiqued this binary sex 

categorisation (male/female), for example Fausto-Sterling (2020) in their book Sexing the Body: 

Gender Politics and the Construction of Sexuality, which examines how this categorization is not 

scientific, but rather an intentional ordering to serve a particular purpose in the context of the 

society of that time. This binary removes individuals who are intersex and do not fit neatly into 

these categories (Fausto-Sterling, 2020). This then informs the idea of gender, as bodies are 

categorized as men or women, and this in turn ushers in the binary understanding of sex and 

gender. Both of these characteristics have informed how bodies are governed in relation to 

sexuality. The ‘ideal’ form of kinship between the two bodies is heterosexuality (Butler, 2006). 

Any deviation from this has historically been viewed as unnatural and immoral. Rich (1983) 

contends that Western society is organized in a particular way that favours heterosexuality. From 

the films we watch and the literature we read to the emphasis on a particular type of family (i.e., 

the nuclear family consisting of a man and a woman), heterosexuality is made to seem the norm 
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in Western society. This then informs the idea of heteronormativity, in which the sexual 

orientation between the genders is heterosexuality and everything else is viewed as unnatural or 

deviant. Rich (1983) argues that this ‘norm’ creates a ‘compulsory heterosexuality’, whereby 

individuals are significantly socialized into heterosexuality and non-heterosexual individuals are 

marginalized. Butler (2006) claims that all these different categorizations and forms of inequality 

contribute to a heterosexual matrix. This matrix works by viewing bodies physically in terms of 

binaries (male/female; man/woman), and views these bodies as heterosexual, which is the ‘norm’ 

until proven differently (Butler, 2006). Bodies that do not adhere to this matrix face the 

challenge of constantly asserting who they are in the face of it. 

Two of the most significant factors that are central to an understanding of gender on the African 

continent are colonialism and the slave trade that existed from the 16th to the 19th century. In 

Regarding Muslims: From Slavery to Post-apartheid, Baderoon (2014) looks at slavery in the 

Cape Colony as perpetrated by the Dutch, and at how they had to create a division of labour and 

of bodies (male/female) to perform specific tasks in order to obtain and reproduce the labour 

required for the extraction of resources. African women’s bodies were not their own, but rather 

were in service to others, specifically men. Gqola (2015) argues that under apartheid this did not 

change, as much of the violence inflicted on African women’s bodies was perpetrated to regulate 

their performance of specific forms of labour (physical and reproductive) to benefit the apartheid 

regime. This way of thinking continues into the democratic dispensation, where the bodies of 

African women, and specifically black women, are viewed as not their own but rather as bodies 

to be regulated, or on which to inflict violence if they do not behave.  

Amadiume’s significant book Male Daughters, Female Husbands (1987) looks at the Nnobi 

tribe that belongs to the Igbo community and argues that sex and gender did not reinforce each 
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other in creating a hierarchy between men and women in this tribe before colonization began. 

Before the era of colonialism in what is now known as Nigeria, the roles of men and women, and 

their mutual expectations, were not rigidly defined; women and men had equal degrees of agency 

to perform different duties that serviced the community, regardless of their gender. Evidence of 

this is that daughters were allowed to be heads of households, and wealthy women could acquire 

multiple husbands. This example shows that women could occupy social positions or engage in 

relationships just like men during that time, as there was no gender hierarchy. Colonialism not 

only brought about social and economic changes in the lives of African men and women; it also 

introduced an enforced hierarchy and binaries between the genders and races (black/white), and a 

heteronormative belief when it came to sexual orientation (Amadiume, 1987).  

Historians such as Epprecht (2008) have tried to document African sexualities, but this remains a 

challenge because of the lack of archival documentation. Even with this challenge, Epprecht has 

shown how different types of sexuality existed on the continent prior to colonialism in Southern 

Africa. Since the period of decolonization on the African continent, and as the decades have 

passed, research on sexuality on the continent has grown, but it still faces challenges. One of the 

biggest challenges to sexuality studies in Africa is the lack of recognition of homosexual 

identities in certain countries, which is greatly influenced by the different religions practised in 

these countries, as mentioned in Chapter 1 (Tamale, 2017). The result of this lack of recognition 

has been the idea that same-sex desires are ‘un-African,’ and are an import of colonialism 

(Carlse, 2018; Wahab, 2016). Again, a binary is created of what was ‘African’ and what was not 

‘African’ historically, and this does not allow for the existence of nuance. Rao (2015) says that 

when looking at sexualities on the African continent historically, specifically hetero/homo 

relationships, we must not essentialise the experiences of the past in order to fit our present-day 
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arguments for the legitimacy of homosexual individuals or the legitimacy of heterosexuality. 

This essentialism does not allow for nuances and contexts to come to fore; rather, a silo-ing of 

sexualities occurs. Instead, there must be an understanding that when looking at sexualities on 

the continent, and even in the Global South more broadly, fluidity needs to be considered, and 

how it is expressed differently over time and in different geographies (Rao, 2015). Likewise, 

when trying to understand bisexuality from a Global South perspective, it struck me how this has 

been understood differently over time, even by my research participants. 

2.3 Understanding sexuality  

Even though gender and sexuality reinforce each other, they are separate identities of an 

individual (Steyn & Van Zyl, 2009). Bristow (2011) argues that there has always been a 

difficulty in defining sexuality, as one does not know where it starts and stops. Does it begin and 

end with whom an individual sleeps with, and their intimate desires? Does it involve the 

behaviour and practices that an individual engages in privately? Does it involve how we define 

gender and sex? These are the questions that researchers continue to grapple with in different 

geographical contexts, and that I had to engage with. For this thesis, sexuality will be defined as 

encompassing sexual desires, sexual practices, sexual relationships and beliefs about sexuality 

(Jackson, 2006). Both gender and sexuality are influenced by the social understandings of 

selfhood, and by how individuals make sense of their different relationships to others and how 

this fits into the frameworks of cultural institutions, such as the law, religion, family and schools. 

 Sexuality, like sex and gender, has been constructed historically as dichotomous between 

heterosexuality and homosexuality (hetero/homo). According to Butler (2006), sexuality, like 

gender, also has a performative element. This means that sexuality is a constant repetition of 
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norms and performances that assist individuals in self-preservation, to adhere to the norms of the 

‘ideal’ individual (Butler, 2006). Part of this performance is the individual’s selection of a 

romantic partner. Butler claims that when an individual selects a romantic partner, it 

demonstrates that individual’s sexual orientation (i.e., heterosexual or homosexual), and that 

certain norms and expectations come with that specific sexuality. It must be noted that the 

inclusion of homosexuality in the discussion of sexuality is a recent development in academic 

discourses that has resulted from the political movement founded by homosexual individuals to 

legitimize homosexuality (Flores & Park, 2018).  

Foucault (1978), in his book History of Sexuality Volume 1, says that sexuality is defined by 

external social factors (i.e., race, the media, etc.) combined with attraction, practices and desires. 

What this means is that sexuality is not only constructed by an individual’s desires or practices, 

but also by what society views as attractive and desirable. Currently, sexuality studies have taken 

a ‘single-sex attraction’ perspective: an understanding of sexuality in binary terms. 

Homosexuality and heterosexuality are thus rendered the only valid forms of identity, and it is 

assumed that a person is attracted to either the same gender or a different (‘opposite’) one 

(Hayfield et al., 2014). Bisexuality does not fit into this binary categorization, as it argues for 

sexuality to be fluid rather than fixed. This means that an individual can be attracted to more than 

one gender – to multiple genders or to gender-non-conforming individuals – over a lifespan. This 

sexuality will be influenced by both internal characteristics of the individual and external factors 

that exist where the individual is located.  

In this thesis it was important for me to look at women’s sexuality, and how it has been 

constructed in different contexts over time. De Beauvoir (1997) argues that women have been 

defined as the ‘Other’ in society by men, as they do not have the same sexual organs as men, and 
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this is seen as rendering them ‘less than’. As a result, women are not prioritized as central in 

society, and their needs and wants are viewed as secondary to those of men. This has influenced 

all aspects of society, where economically, politically and socially women continue to be viewed 

as ‘less than.’ This hierarchy has also occurred in relation to sexuality, as women in various parts 

of the world have had their sexuality viewed as being in service to men, and not to themselves. 

The end of colonialism occurred at different times in various parts of the world, and of course 

specific racial and economic contexts had to be considered in studies looking at women’s fight 

for equality. This has resulted in the fight for equal rights being conducted in diverse ways by 

women in the Global South, and even more so by women who have multiple marginalized 

identities in terms of race and class. Mohanty (1984) claims that for women in the Global South, 

individual choice (i.e., the ability to choose what to do with their bodies) has not occurred in the 

same way as for women in the Global North, as the state continues to play a role in undermining 

women’s autonomy. An example of this lies in the sphere of sexual health and reproductive 

rights (SHRR). In some parts of the Global South, and on the African continent in particular, 

women have not had access to these rights and can face criminal charges if they engage in any 

SHRR actions such as abortion. Even though SHRR have historically been seen as firmly 

secured in countries of the Global North9, the recent reversal of abortion rights in the US shows 

how the state in this part of the world, just like states in the Global South, has control over 

women’s bodies (Hubler, 2022). This reversal is significant, as it could signal the beginning of 

other reversals of rights, such as LGBTQI+ rights, and indicates how women across the globe 

still face challenges to their autonomy regarding their bodies.  

Regarding sexualities, LGBTQI+ rights have not been won for all women in the Global South, 

 
9 Global North countries are characterized by a high level of economic and industrial development (Lees, 2021). 
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and therefore the ability to express and perform their sexuality continues to be a challenge for 

these women. In other parts of the Global South women have been engaging in same-sex desires, 

behaviours and practices but just like the South African context they have faced violence because 

of their sexuality. In India, for instance, women are in same-sex relationships, they are selective 

as to where and with whom they can express their sexuality (Puri, 2002). Homosexuality 

continues to be frowned upon in India and therefore LGBTQI+ individuals have been intentional 

about creating spaces to express their sexuality both in private and public spaces (Khubchandani, 

2020). Elsewhere too, queer women have had to be innovative in terms of how they express their 

sexuality. Gqola (2015) has looked extensively at women’s sexuality in South Africa, and in her 

book Rape: A South African Nightmare she argues that women who do not perform or express 

the ‘preferred’ sexual identity, i.e., heterosexuality, must negotiate how they perform their 

identity as they could face life-threatening violence. This is because the idea of a woman having 

sexual desires that affirm her sexuality as an individual, or in a same-sex relationship, is viewed 

as unacceptable (Shefer & Foster, 2001). Women’s sexuality must be in service to the sexuality 

of men, which sustains the hierarchical patriarchal structure. In the book Blackwashing 

Homophobia: Violence and the Politics of Sexuality, Gender and Race, Judge (2018) makes the 

point that in the South African context, even though LGBTQI+ rights have been gained in terms 

of the law, women are not able to express their sexuality as the threat of violence they face is 

serious, especially for lesbian women. This becomes even more complex when race and class 

identities are brought into play; black women must negotiate their sexuality differently from 

white women, as they face multiple forms of oppression. It is important to note this difference, as 

not all women in the Global South will have the same experience in relation to their sexuality. 

This difference is considered in my analysis presented in the following chapters.  
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For women living in the Global South, how they choose to express and perform their sexuality is 

different depending on the context. There continue to be expectations of how they should 

perform their sexuality in relation to reproductive labour, and if they do not perform this 

function, part of their sexuality is questioned. Women who are non-heterosexual face the same 

challenges as heterosexual women, but they face the added challenge of being non-heterosexual, 

which continues to be questioned as a legitimate sexuality even though legal rights to this 

sexuality have been gained. Women in these contexts have found non-traditional spaces where 

they can carve out loving relationships and claim their sexuality with other queer individuals. 

2.4 Lesbianism  

Whenever we look at sexuality studies it is important to examine how a lesbian perspective has 

influenced these studies. Most sexuality studies have historically focused on gay and lesbian 

experiences from the Global North. Achuthan et al. (2007), in looking at India, highlight that the 

studies on lesbians and other sexual identities that women have were influenced by the US 

women’s movements of the 1960s, and by the significant contribution made by political lesbians.  

These women are women who claim their sexuality is highly intertwined with their feminist 

politics (Phelan, 1993). In India, lesbian women have played a critical role in highlighting the 

challenges and experiences they face, and how these need to be addressed through research and 

activism. It is a study like this and others that have contributed to the significant work that has 

been done to highlight the challenges that women face globally, regardless of their sexuality.  

Many lesbian writers have contributed to the canon of feminism by looking at the inequality 

between the sexes from a lesbian perspective. Wittig (1983), like other feminists, begins with the 

social construction of sex and how women are viewed as secondary to men. Critical to her work 
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is her contention that the only reason the category ‘woman’ exists is because of its relation to the 

category ‘man.’ This means that the idea of a woman has not been created independently, but 

rather in service to man. This, of course, has been translated into women’s sexuality being 

defined as heterosexuality, with no other option, as their sexuality must be in service to men’s 

needs. As mentioned earlier, activist and author Rich (1983) has added to Wittig’s critique of the 

sexual order and sexuality by arguing that a ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ occurs in society, and 

the result is the marginalization of identities that do not fall in line with this identity. Rubin 

(1975) tried to show that the relations between the sexes were in service to heterosexuality, and 

that if women could move away from this form of sexuality they could break the nexus of the 

relationship between the sexes and challenge other spaces in society (i.e., economic spaces) to 

break free of their oppression as women) In The Traffic of Women, which looks at how the sex 

and gender binary that has been created in society ultimately puts women at a disadvantage, 

Rubin (1975) argues, using a Marxist lens, that the sex and gender binary in a capitalist society 

views humans as sources of labour to extract, but views women specifically as labour for 

domestic work. A socialist revolution would not remove the root of women’s oppression, which 

is not only tied to women’s labour value. Rubin looks at how society is organized outside of the 

economy and argues that the Oedipal complex theorized by Freud shows how sex and gender 

were not inherited through biology but rather constructed through early childhood for different 

bodies, with the phallus being centred and those without a phallus in service to it. This influences 

the sex and gender binary, as it means that women will always be at a disadvantage relative to 

men. The centring of the phallus extends into sexuality, as the heteropatriarchy does not allow 

women to be at the centre of their own sexuality, but only in service to men. To have a complete 

feminist revolution, Rubin argues, there must be a reconfiguration of the sex and gender binary, 
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also in terms of sexuality: women should move away from heterosexuality, which is deemed as 

normal sexuality, and form different types of romantic relationships, i.e., homosexual ones 

(Rubin, 1975). For women, then, the ‘choice’ that they are making is not really a choice, as 

society is organized in a way such that heterosexuality is forced upon them, and they must 

submit or otherwise face challenges in all aspects of their lives – in this instance, concerning how 

to express or perform their sexuality. This therefore marginalizes non-heterosexual women, who 

must find different ways to express their sexuality. 

For Wittig (1983), Rich (1983) and Rubin (1975), women need to challenge this structural 

oppression of heterosexuality by engaging in same-sex relations. Many lesbian feminists argue 

that to truly be a feminist, women must first reject the category of ‘woman,’ as it views them 

from the outset as ‘less than’. They must also reject heterosexuality, as it exists only in service to 

men’s needs, desires, attractions and behaviours, and does not reciprocate this service for 

women. One of the significant contributors to political lesbianism in the US, Grace Atkinson, 

articulated the position of the movement by saying ‘feminism is the theory; lesbianism is the 

practice’ (Jackson & Scott, 1996, p. 282). For these women it is simply not enough to have an 

ideology that challenges heterosexuality and the norms and expectations of women; women must 

challenge this form of oppression by rejecting heterosexuality in their daily lives as much as 

possible. What then occurs for lesbian women is that their sexuality becomes a part of their 

political identity. This is not unique to groups that are marginalized, as they place what has 

historically marginalized them (race, class, gender) at the forefront of their political fight for 

equality (Achuthan et al., 2007). This has historically led to tensions on how feminism is defined 

as some feminists believe that gender and sexuality are different aspects of an individual, and 

that inequality should be mapped according to gender and not sexuality, while lesbians who are 
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feminists believe that these aspects are intertwined and cannot be separated if dismantling the 

heteropatriarchy is the ultimate goal. Lesbian feminists and feminists who are not lesbians agree 

on fighting for bodily autonomy for women, but they differ in how they map the importance of 

sexuality in the subjugation of women. 

Phelan (1993) argues that for political lesbians, sexuality is as critical as gender and must be 

viewed as central to mapping out the inequality experienced by women. Lesbianism is strongly 

associated with women who reject any form of heterosexuality in both public and private spaces. 

At the same time, Phelan does argue that this identity must not be fixed; it can be fluid, and 

influenced by the local contexts where lesbian women are located. What this means is that 

challenging heterosexuality will be different depending on the time and context, and lesbianism 

must not restrict itself to one way of thinking – it must be in conversation with and respond 

accordingly to context. I believe that this is a significant argument when looking at sexualities in 

the Global South, where context is important, and at how women in the Global South have 

challenged heterosexuality in ways that look different from the challenges of women in the 

Global North.  

In the Global South, the idea of their sexuality being a rallying cry for women has not occurred 

in the same way as it has in the Global North. As mentioned earlier, for women in the Global 

South other issues such as national liberation and racial or economic exclusion have been the 

catalyst for the fight for equality. Women in these parts of the world have organized against an 

oppressive system that viewed their assigned gender, race or ethnicity as ‘less than.’ The result 

of this was that race and ethnicity became critical features of their identity, and for how they 

constructed their own femininity in relation to this added layer of colonial oppression (Mohanty, 

1984). The history of the women’s movement in South Africa can be traced back to the white 
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feminist movement, which in 1899 founded the Women's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) 

that was concerned with banning the trading of alcohol, but also collaborated with other white 

feminist organizations in securing the vote for white women. These women were only concerned 

with issues affecting themselves, and not with the lives of women of colour. In subsequent 

decades, pressure from political organizations, as well as from black women’s movements, 

forced the white women’s movement to shift its focus towards prioritizing issues of race and 

class, and the defeat of apartheid (Walker, 1990).  

Women of colour in South Africa fought against gender inequality as well as the racial inequality 

of apartheid. In Women's Organizations and Democracy in South Africa, Hassim (2006) looks at 

the women’s movements of both white women and women of colour in the country. Women of 

colour have always been engaged in organizing, but their fight was part of the broader struggle 

against apartheid. The women in the anti-apartheid liberation movement were viewed as ‘the 

mothers of the liberation movement,’ which strongly associated them with being nurturers and 

carers, rather than fighters within the movement, which they were (Hassim, 2006). As a result, 

women’s issues have always been viewed as secondary to the liberation movement. During the 

fight against Apartheid the focus was on racial justice and initially not only about racial justice 

but also gender justice (Andrews, 2001). Women of different races in the liberation movement 

during the late 80’s early 90’s had to organise and advocate for the inclusion of women’s rights 

and issues when political negotiations were occurring before 1994. This signals how firstly 

issues of gender where a blind spot in the movement, but you had women who were able to show 

how the movement had to include issues that were affecting women (e.g. leadership, childcare, 

violence, race) in the new dispensation (Andrews, 2001).  At the same time the raising of these 

issues during and post 1994 has meant that there has been a particular prioritisation of issues 
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affecting women and a sidelining of other issues such as sexuality which affects both men and 

women (Reddy, 2005). This of course shifted once the HIV/AIDS crisis occurred and a focus on 

sexuality had to be considered by all. Even while facing this challenge, women before and after 

the advent of democracy were able to foreground the issues affecting them and others, such as 

LGBTQI+ issues. The lesbian movement in South Africa publicly stemmed from the activism of 

white women who were challenging the Immorality Act (No. 23 of 1957)10 that, amongst other 

things, prohibited same-sex relations. During the 1950s and 1960s there were a few gay 

organizations that mobilised against this legislation and the related restrictions on movement, but 

these organizations consisted mainly of white men (Cameron, 1994). Even though white lesbians 

were not restricted in movement and the law was mainly enforced for gay men, there was still 

great pressure for white women to remain closeted and not express their sexuality. white men 

were allowed to be single and gay, but white women were pressurized to marry and have 

children (Gevisser, 1994).  

Research on women in South Africa started to grow in the early 2000s, when the high levels of 

violence against women, especially lesbian women, came to the fore (Judge, 2018). It must be 

noted that violence against all LGBTQI+ individuals had been occurring prior to this, but there 

was a specific form of violence that black lesbian women experienced. Baderoon (2014), in her 

work on enslaved women, claims that for women of that time their sexuality was constantly in a 

state of tension between those who wanted to control it and themselves, something that has not 

changed. Lesbian women engage in behaviour that is not viewed as ‘proper,’ and therefore force 

must be used to regulate and control them. This violence is perpetrated mainly against black 

women, and not against white lesbians in South Africa. The black female body is under more 

 
10 The Immorality Act of 1957 was updated from the 1927 Act to include discrimination against LGBTQI+ 

individuals. 
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scrutiny that the white female body. Research on this form of violence continues, as attacks on 

non-heterosexual women and even queer individuals continue to occur. This was evident during 

the Covid-19 pandemic when violence against LGBTQI+ individuals increased significantly in 

the country and the continent (Allen-Gessesse, 2020; South African Government News Agency, 

2021).  

Mbasalaki (2020) argues that the violence inflicted on lesbian women has become ‘customary’, 

as women who are in non-heterosexual relationships will undeniably face some form of violence 

or harassment and this is part of the norm in South Africa. In seeking justice, lesbian women are 

failed by the justice system, as underpinning the legal system is a hegemonic colonial, patriarchal 

and racial bias which continues to exist. A vicious cycle occurs whereby black lesbian women 

and other queer women withstand the worst of this structural inequality in their quest to 

challenge the system; this is true especially for black women, who face the added layers of racial 

and class marginalization. This is an important point, as it shows that even though there is a 

progressive Constitution in South Africa, lesbian women still cannot access or express their 

sexuality, the right to which has been guaranteed by the Constitution. It must be noted that 

research has focused on lesbian women and has not included other queer women, such as 

bisexual women, who have also experienced violence and harassment; their experiences have not 

been documented in the same way as has been done for lesbian women. The focus on lesbian 

women has influenced the idea of what it means to be a lesbian on the continent. This, I believe, 

overshadows the experiences of other queer women; but it also highlights only one type of 

experience for lesbian women, where violence is inflicted upon them. The dominant portrayal of 

black lesbian women is as survivors of violence, which presents a very one-dimensional 

perspective of who they are. Judge (2018) calls this the ‘blackwashing’ of homophobia that 
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occurs in South Africa and claims that the ways in which violent incidents against LGBTQI+ 

individuals are researched and reported in the media create a narrative that homophobia only 

occurs in black spaces, especially those spaces where there are high levels of poverty. This 

‘blackwashing’ then presents black lesbians only in this victim role, which does not depict the 

fullness of who they are. 

Some work has been done that has tried to create a different narrative of lesbian women in the 

country. Muholi’s (2012) photographic work has shifted the idea of lesbian women away from 

being only victims of violence by showing them also as human beings who are claiming their 

sexual identity in public and confronting the challenges that come with that. The work is centred 

on lesbians but does include depictions of other queer women, showing the sexual desires and 

intimacies of queer women that had not been seen before in South Africa. This has been met, of 

course, with a backlash, as government officials and the media have frowned upon this public 

display of sexuality (Lake, 2014). What this indicates is that when queer women choose to 

express their sexuality outside of what is deemed ‘appropriate,’ their actions must be corrected.  

In the South African context, addressing gender inequality is intersectional, and therefore issues 

of race, class and gender need to be considered alongside the issue of sexuality. The task of 

separating the women’s movement from lesbianism in South Africa is a difficult one, because of 

how intertwined lesbianism and feminism are in the country. This is, of course, not unique to 

South Africa, as other women’s movements across the globe must engage in this relationship 

with lesbianism and each has had varying degrees of success and faced various challenges in 

doing so.  
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2.5 Queerness in Africa  

Before describing what queerness on the continent was in the past and is currently, I believe that 

it is important to define what the word ‘queer’ means. As earlier, the word ‘queer’ is in reference 

to that which is not the norm or considered legitimate. Ahmed (2006: 32) uses this definition to 

look at queer bodies and argues that these bodies are understood in society as not ‘falling in line’ 

with heterosexuality, but rather choosing to orient themselves differently.  To be queer means to 

be different, and not abide by the norm which extends itself to all aspects of society, and in this 

case to sexuality. 

Historically on the continent the word queer, and even the term ‘LGBTQI+,’ were words that 

were not used, although individuals did engage in same-sex relations. An example of such same-

sex relations can be found in the Buganda kingdom, where the king himself and others engaged 

in same-sex and opposite-sex relations, which were accepted by society and not frowned upon 

(Rao, 2015). Same-sex relations were not something that was foreign to the people of the 

continent. Nyeck and Epprecht (2013) argue that evidence of these relationships goes against the 

idea of same-sex desires being ‘un-African’ on the continent, but this idea continues to exist. 

One of the reasons why it persists is because of the role of religion on the continent. Organised 

large-scale religion in Africa can be traced back to as early as the 7th century, and to the 

influence of colonialism through the trade relationships that African societies formed with 

Europe (which introduced Christianity) and Southwest Asia (which introduced Islam) (Reese, 

2014). Religion brought with it multiple ideas on what is wrong and what is right, and same-sex 

desires were deemed ‘immoral’ in terms of both Christianity and Islam. As mentioned in Chapter 

1, the continent is still heavily influenced by religion and this makes it difficult for LGBTQI+ 

individuals to be able to claim their sexuality publicly, as they are faced with this severe form of 
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homophobia. In this thesis the term queer will refer to all LGBTQI+ individuals. 

A lot has been written about the tensions between those who view homosexuality as being un-

African and those who have provided evidence for its existence in the precolonial era, but Rao 

(2015) argues that this constant binary does not allow for the nuances of this topic to be 

identified. This I believe is important, as the binary discussion falls in line with the binary 

understanding of gender and sexuality and does not permit a fluid understanding of sexuality. 

Allowing a fluid understanding of sexuality to occur makes it possible to understand queerness 

on the continent in ways that do not sit within the neatly confined identities in terms of which we 

understand sexuality now. An example can be made of women in Uganda, who engaged in same-

sex relations before the advent of colonialism and continue to do so in their communities today 

(Wa Tushabe, 2017). These women have been able to publicly express their sexual identity 

without it being labelled ‘lesbian,’ and the community is accepting of who they are. Sexuality on 

the continent is constructed in different ways, especially for women. Another example is the 

women in Ghana called ‘supi,’ who engage in same-sex relations with each other in ways that 

are not publicly visible but are acknowledged by others in the community (Dankwa, 2021). This 

type of relationship is viewed as a close friendship, and therefore does not raise as much 

suspicion in Ghana as homosexuality, which is still illegal there. Dankwa argues that when 

looking at sexualities on the continent, we need to adopt a postcolonial feminist approach in 

which we remove the naming and hierarchies created by race and gender, as these are colonial 

imports. This will allow us to contextualize how same-sex desire has occurred and continues to 

occur, in ways that do not fit the idea of homosexuality taken from the Global North. The fluid 

nature of bisexuality allows for sexual practices, behaviours and desires to be looked at in a 

contextual manner, without assigning a specific sexual identity to them. This is evident in the 
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multiple definitions of what bisexuality is, many of which allow for a range of ideas about what 

sexualities can be, without assigning particular ideas of gender, race and class that continue to 

disadvantage women.  

Different terms have been used to describe queer individuals and communities on the continent, 

specifically from a Global North perspective. Otu and van Klinken (2023) claim that after the 

end of colonialism and the fight for democratic independence, ‘LGBTQI+ rights’ was the term 

used to describe different sexual identities that did not subscribe to heteronormativity but 

deserved equal legal rights to it. Fighting for LGBTQI+ rights was a tactic used by activists in 

the Global North and in Africa to gain legitimacy for homosexual rights. The term was also used 

in a human rights framework, to show that for African countries to be perceived as progressive 

and ‘moving forward’ politically, they would need to support recognition of LGBTQI+ rights 

(Otu & van Klinken, 2023). The result of this has been a discussion centred on a ‘yes/no’ view of 

the legitimacy of queer identities, without taking into consideration the lived realities of the 

people concerned. It also creates an idea of those living in Africa or in the Global South as not 

being ‘modern’ if they do not subscribe to this framework. Examples of this are the ‘anti-

LGBTQI’ bill in Ghana and the recent homophobic bill that was passed in Uganda, which have 

both been used as part of a narrative of Africa as a continent that is still behind and ‘in the dark’ 

(Otu & van Klinken, 2023).  

The tactics referred to above are still used by activists and movements to gain political 

recognition. The positive impact they have had is that there have been legal rights gained and 

more social acceptance of LGBTQI+ individuals in South Africa, Angola and Botswana (Reid, 

2022). The acceptance, however, has been of homosexual individuals, with not enough 

acceptance of other sexual minority groups (Flores & Park, 2018). The negative outcome of this 
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has been that the establishment of LGBTQI+ identities has created fixed ideas, practices and 

beliefs about sexualities, and individuals are required to fit into these categories to gain political 

and social recognition (Bristow, 2011; Nyeck & Epprecht, 2013).  

In recent discussions, Abbas and Ekine (2013) have argued that the word ‘queer’ has resonated 

with queer activists and scholars on the continent within a framework that seeks to challenge the 

structural inequalities of society such as patriarchy, capitalism, gender and sexualities. The idea 

behind this way of thinking, like the origin of the word queer, is to be different from the norm 

and challenge it, in terms of not only sexuality but all forms of inequality. The word queer is 

used in this revolutionary way to frame the discussion on sexualities in a manner that considers 

other factors that play a critical role in influencing sexual identities. The concept ‘queer’ allows 

for different words to be used when describing sexualities that do not fit neatly into LGBTQI+ 

framework. It allows for a recognition of legal rights for queer individuals, which is important; 

but I believe its further significance lies in its fundamental structural analysis from a perspective 

of being ‘the other,’ an analysis that recognizes how structural inequalities affect the ways in 

which sexualities are constructed on the continent. The idea of ‘queer studies’ stems from Global 

North perspectives, but scholars such as Currier and Migraine-George (2016) have advocated for 

research that takes into consideration national and local contexts in shaping an individual’s 

sexuality and places more emphasis on transnational queer studies. Transnational queer studies 

seek to move away from binary understandings of sexuality, and from the mismatch present in 

sex/gender/desire ideology and ground the research in an intersectional framework. This 

approach is evident in South Africa, where academic research has focused on studies of lesbians 

and gays and the construction of their sexual identities in relation to class and race (Mkhize et 

al., 2010; Reddy et al., 2009).  
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Queer studies in Africa have grown considerably, and writers on the continent are using an 

intersectional lens to examine contextually what it means to be queer. Ncube and van Klinken 

(2023), for instance, consider the work of Abdellah Taïa, who was the first openly gay Moroccan 

novelist, and how they were able to express their sexuality in a country that views homosexuality 

as illegal. Meneses (2022) looks at the struggles of the women’s movement in Mozambique. 

Both of these contributions are documenting queer and gendered experiences in a contextual 

manner, emphasizing religion, gender and sexuality on the African continent. This has allowed 

for the fullness of queer individuals’ existence to be discussed, which is important if we want to 

engage in transnational queer studies. More and more writers on the continent are beginning to 

write about queer experience, which is important for decentring queer studies from the Global 

North. In her book Sex in Transition: Remaking Gender and Race in South Africa, Swarr (2012) 

looks at how certain bodies transgressed the hetero/homo and man/woman binary during the 

apartheid era and the period of transition to democracy. Swarr claims that whether they were 

butch lesbians or drag queens in the townships, these individuals challenged Global North 

understandings of the binaries through how they performed their sexuality, expressing 

themselves in a manner that did not conform to previous understandings of how certain bodies 

should behave. This was important, as it was being done at the time by black individuals living 

in townships and shows how these marginalized groups challenged ideas of gender and sexuality 

that continue to be present today. It also shows how sexualities on the continent do not adhere to 

Global North understandings of gender and sexuality, and how locating queer studies in their 

context is important. 

The importance of African writers writing about queer individuals on the continent is that this is 

critical to balancing the canon of queer studies between the Global North and the Global South. 



51 

 

A lot of the writing on queer studies in Africa has been dominated by Global North scholars. 

This does not mean that Global North scholars do not have the experience to write on this 

subject, but Macharia (2016) argues that fetishization of African queer bodies occurs in these 

scholars’ work, as it reproduces the unequal relations stemming from colonialism. Macharia 

takes this argument even further, claiming that the production of knowledge in the Global North 

about queer individuals in the Global South has created a dynamic in which Global South 

scholars or writers who write on queer studies must meet external criteria from the Global North 

in order for their work to be viewed as valid (Macharia, 2016). It is important for queer scholars 

in the Global South to write about each other without seeking to gain legitimacy in Global North 

academic spaces; this should not be the goal of their knowledge production. I believe, as 

Macharia argues,  as mentioned earlier that we need to begin to write about same-sex relations in  

a richer language from those living and working in the Global South.  

2.6  Bisexuality  

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, bisexuality is one form of sexuality that does not fit into the 

hetero/homo binary, does not subscribe to the idea of single-sex attraction, and contests fixed 

LGBTQI+ identities. One of the reasons why bisexuality challenges conventional understandings 

of sexuality is because definitions of bisexuality have changed over the centuries (Barker & 

Langdridge, 2008; Klesse, 2011). According to MacDowall (2009, p. 4), bisexuality in the 19th 

century was defined as ‘forms of life that exhibit physical characteristics of both sexes.’ Freud 

acknowledged bisexuality in his work as a form of sexuality but viewed it as a transitory state 

from which an individual would mature into either a heterosexual or a homosexual identity 

(Carey, 2005). It was the significant research on sexuality by Alfred Kinsey that was able to 
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emphasize not only the fluidity of sexuality, but also the idea of bisexuality as the ‘middle 

ground’ of different sexual identities (Hemmings, 2002). 

Hemmings argues that the ‘middle ground’ on which bisexuality is defined means that it is 

viewed through the binary lens of attraction to males and females. One of the consequences of 

this is that bisexuality has been viewed in a negative light, as it is associated with being ‘selfish’ 

and ‘promiscuous,’ an idea that will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7 (Klesse, 2005; 

Rust, 2002). These negative connotations have led some bisexuals to refrain from disclosing 

their bisexuality. Klesse (2005) takes the discussion further, claiming that the ‘middle ground’ of 

bisexuality has also allowed for bisexuals to be viewed as enjoying heterosexual privilege if they 

are with someone of the opposite sex instead of being with an individual of the same sex, as they 

visibly seem to be engaging in a heterosexual relationship and are not having to express their 

non-heterosexual identity. This assumes that bisexual individuals are more likely to be 

normatively gendered (i.e., cisgendered) than lesbian- and gay-identified individuals. Lynch 

(2013) claims that the assumption of bisexuals’ heterosexuality is also reinforced by the 

assumption that other-gendered relationships are automatically heterosexual, without 

consideration for the individual’s sexual identification within the relationship. The lack of 

discussion of diverse interpretations of bisexuality within contemporary studies reinforces the 

idea of bisexuality only being the ‘middle ground’, and still being considered within the sex and 

gender binaries. This limitation does not allow bisexuality, with its potential multiple definitions, 

to transcend the categorization of sexual identities (Hemmings, 2002; Souto Pereira et al., 2017).  

Bisexuality, like other sexual labels, has historically been defined by scholars and activists in the 

US and the UK, and these definitions have been used globally without taking into consideration 

local contexts outside those spaces (Milani & Lazar, 2017). In Hawaiian and Tahitian culture, the 
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word ‘mahus’ is used to describe individuals who are third-gender persons and have spiritual and 

social status within their society, and is akin to transgender individuals (Kulick, 1997). In India, 

‘kothi’ is a term used to describe individuals who are on the spectrum of gender identity and do 

not fit into the Western concept of transgender individuals. This has led to this group being 

socially and economically marginalized, as they are not seen as ‘respectable’, and they do not 

conform to Western ideas of sexuality that are widely disseminated (Dutta, 2013; Reddy, 2005). 

In South Africa, the word ‘stabane’ has had multiple meanings. During the gold rush in the late 

1800s the word was used by Zulu men working on the mines, and it was associated with banditry 

and ‘sodomy’ as the men were stealing from each other or sleeping with each other in the mine 

hostels (Marwick, 1918). Another use of the word was to refer in a derogatory manner to an 

individual who had both male and female sexual organs and was considered to be ‘bisexual’. 

Today it is used to refer to LGBTQI+ individuals in an offensive manner (Swarr, 2009). Sexual 

definitions, ideas and practices stemming from non-Western spaces contest fixed sexual 

identities, but also have different economic and social implications depending on their local 

contexts (Dutta, 2013; Salo et al., 2010). This needs to be taken into consideration when looking 

at sexualities located in the Global South, which has been done in this thesis by looking at 

bisexuality from a South African perspective. Bisexuality as mentioned earlier challenges the 

binary understanding of sexuality which Butler (2006) claims aligns it with queer identities. 

Butler (2006) argues that bisexuality has the potential to destabilize the idea that the socialized 

biological understanding of sex of an individual influences their gender, and ultimately shapes 

their sexual desire in terms of one gender. Bisexuality fundamentally transgresses the idea of 

gender being static and the idea of single-sex attraction. Scholars have associated queer theory 

with bisexuality because it is a marginalized sexuality in the research and in society, but also 
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because it challenges the binaries and mismatches of desire that exist in sexuality studies (Stein 

& Plummer, 1994). 

Bristow (2011) argues that bisexuality is critical to queer studies, as it not only transcends the 

sexual categories but also contests the patriarchy and heteronormativity that exists in society, by 

offering different perspectives and understandings of gender and sexuality. This is critical for 

women who identify with queer identities. Both queer men and queer women face homophobia, 

but as MacKinnon (1997) argues, men define women’s sexuality. The idea that a woman needs 

to be dominated and her body needs to be regulated stems from a male perspective. Women who 

engage in non-heteronormative relationships challenge this idea, and the consequence of that has 

sometimes been sexual and physical violence (MacKinnon, 1997). As mentioned earlier, Gqola 

(2015) claims that the violence inflicted upon women’s bodies illustrates the extreme form of 

heteronormativity that queer women experience and the constant pressure of women’s bodies to 

conform to heterosexuality. 

Since the dominant research and activism of sexuality studies historically focused on lesbians 

and gays, homosexuality has been able to establish itself as a legitimate identity in certain 

countries and contest the heteronormativity found in these societies (Barker & Langdridge, 

2008). Lynch and Maree (2013) argue that heteronormativity is promulgated through institutions 

such as heterosexual marriage, heterosexual relations and the nuclear family. The recognition of 

non-heterosexual identities challenges this belief in all spheres of society. When looking at South 

Africa, Chan-Sam (1994) claims that the LGBTQI+ movement historically acknowledged 

bisexuality but did not give the same attention to bisexuality issues as it did to issues concerning 

lesbians and gay individuals. Some of the issues affecting bisexuals before the advent of 

democracy were prejudice and bigotry towards bisexuals, and that experience was different to 
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the bigotry experienced by lesbians and gays (Chan-Sam, 1994). Bisexuality at the time was 

defined as engaging in non-hetero/homo practices. Bisexuals (both male and female) who were 

open about their sexuality commented that they still encountered judgement and prejudice from 

homosexuals whom they thought to be allies in the LGBTIQ+ movement, and at times they felt 

even more prejudice than homosexuals (Chan-Sam, 1994). This made bisexuals at the time 

unwilling to self-identity as bisexuals and caused them rather to say that they were sexually fluid 

or homosexual (Chan-Sam, 1994). The added layer of prejudice that bisexuals faced within and 

outside the LGBTQI+ movement continues to exist, and for Lynch and Maree (2013) this makes 

it difficult for bisexuals to be open about their sexuality. Research looking at the bisexual 

experience in South Africa has been limited (Lynch & Maree, 2013, 2017). Most of the work on 

sexuality, as mentioned earlier, is concerned with MSM and its impact on HIV infection rates. 

This, as previously stated, is because of the high infection rates in the country, particularly 

amongst gay men rather than lesbian and bisexual women, who are viewed as ‘low risk’ in this 

regard. Other research has looked at the attitudes and beliefs regarding bisexual individuals 

(Arndt & De Bruin, 2011; Beyrer et al., 2010; Cloete et al., 2008).  

Once an individual has identified as bisexual, they still face challenges in asserting their 

sexuality. Flanders and Hatfield (2014) argue that bisexuality is never given the same space as 

gay and lesbian identities and is often not viewed as a legitimate identity. One of the ways in 

which this delegitimization occurs is through the hetero/homo binary that has been established in 

sexual identification, as previously discussed. Bisexuality fundamentally goes against the theory 

of desiring one sex, and thus destabilizes the hetero/homo binary and the idea of fixed sexual 

identities. Yoshino (2000), in their crucial work The Epistemic Contract of Bisexual Erasure, 

argues that bisexuality undermines the idea of sex being the primary characteristic in sexual 
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attraction. It is therefore in the interest of both homosexuals and heterosexuals to not 

acknowledge and legitimize bisexuals. There occurs an ‘epistemic contract of erasure’ of 

bisexuals (Yoshino, 2000, p. 103). This erasure occurs through social erasure, individual erasure 

and ultimately delegitimisation. Social erasure occurs when bisexuality is denied as a sexual 

identity (Yoshino, 2000). Individual erasure occurs when bisexuals do not claim their sexuality 

in private and public spaces, resulting in the questioning of bisexuality as a legitimate sexuality.  

Hemmings (2002) argues that for bisexuals, the selection of a romantic partner does not signify 

their sexual orientation. If a bisexual individual is with an individual of the opposite sex, it does 

not mean they are heterosexual, and if the individual is with a person of the same sex, it does not 

mean they are homosexual (Hemmings, 2002). This inconsistent subject-object choice defies the 

hetero/homo binary. Hemmings (2002) has shown that another element of the heterosexual 

matrix is the idea of masculinity and femininity occupying oppositional roles. This occurs 

regardless of heterosexual or homosexual orientation. Language such as ‘mannish woman’ and 

‘effeminate man’ is used to describe individuals who transgress strict gender and sexuality 

norms. Hemmings (2002) argues that for bisexuals, since there is no consistent selection of a 

romantic partner, they cannot be classified in terms of the hetero/homo binary, but rather have a 

fluid sexuality. The fluidity of bisexuality is one of the factors that cause tensions in relation to 

some lesbian women. Hemmings claims bisexuality transgresses the current understandings of 

sexuality studies, as it argues for not being ‘the middle ground in sexuality studies’ (2002, p. 52) 

but rather moving away from the limited socialized binary understandings of sexual practices, 

beliefs and desires. 

Instead of moving away from the binary, social institutions have tried to maintain this binary and 

erasure of ‘others’. One way in which this has been done is through research. Historically within 
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academia, research conducted would explicitly state that bisexual individuals are homosexuals in 

denial or in transition, thus rendering bisexuality non-existent (Ochs, 1996). Another example of 

bisexual erasure occurs through the media. Barker and Langdridge (2008) argue that when 

fictional characters in the media are attracted to a person of the same sex, rather than of the 

opposite sex to whom they were previously attracted, they are seen as becoming gay or lesbian 

but not bisexual (e.g., Willow in Buffy the Vampire Slayer or the characters in the film 

Brokeback Mountain). In both examples, each of the characters has had long-term heterosexual 

relationships, but these are acknowledged as transitional relationships in a move towards 

homosexuality (Barker & Langdridge, 2008). Another example can be found among male US 

politicians who are in heterosexual marriages and have been found to be engaging in homosexual 

affairs. The reporting in the media will describe the individuals as ‘gay’ married politicians who 

have sexual relationships with men, and not as bisexuals (Barker & Langdridge, 2008). 

Bisexual invisibility has also occurred within literature and film in South Africa. Stobie (2007), 

in her book Somewhere in the Double Rainbow: Representations of Bisexuality in Post-

Apartheid Novels, examines representation of bisexuals in novels since the advent of democracy. 

She argues that in the first years of democracy, characters in novels were described as being 

bisexual but never overtly labelled as such. As democracy flourished, there have been examples 

of bisexuals being depicted in novels, but again in the context of sexual confusion or as a 

transition to homosexuality. Biographies of authors such as Beatrice Hastings and Leontine 

Sagan never discuss their sexuality, even though both authors engaged in sexual activities with 

both sexes (Stobie, 2004). Similarly, in South African films there is limited evidence of 

bisexuality. In films such as Unmasking Africa and Everything Must Come To Light, characters 

engaged in sexual activities with both sexes are viewed through the lens of homosexuality and 
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not bisexuality (Stobie 2004). A prominent example of invisibility was the case of Brenda Fassie. 

Fassie was a South African entertainer who engaged in relationships with both men and women. 

When journalists were reporting on her relationships, they would say she was either straight or 

lesbian. An article in the Mail & Guardian written by Matthew Krouse was titled ‘Brenda the 

Lesbian Icon’ (Stobie 2004, p. 39), even though Fassie claimed on numerous occasions to be 

bisexual (Stobie, 2004). This highlights how bisexual women’s sexual identity is erased and 

invisibilised, as it is positioned as lesbianism and not bisexuality. LGBTQI+ organizations have 

tried to address the invisibility and biphobia that face bisexual individuals, but funding is always 

a challenge and ‘crisis issues’ (i.e., research on lesbian killings, transphobia) are given priority in 

the allocation of resources; it is also the case that LGBTQI+ organizations are not supported or 

funded equally to other organizations in the social movement sector on the continent (Mwachiro, 

2018).  

2.7 Race, class and geographical spaces in relation to African sexualities  

Some of the most critical factors that have influenced sexuality in South Africa are race and 

class. Apartheid was significant in this regard, as it relied for its implementation on laws enacted 

by the National Party government that discriminated against people of colour. Terreblanche 

(2002) argues that black individuals experienced the harshest forms of violence and 

discrimination since they were viewed as ‘less than’ all other races. black bodies were used as 

cheap labour in the economic sphere or were employed in taking care of white households. This 

created a view of the black body as an entity to be exploited, regulated and placed in service of 

others in order to maintain the apartheid system. During this time, the black female body 

experienced both physical violence (rape, beatings, etc.) and the psychological violence of 
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objectification. Comaroff and Comaroff (2008) argue that the black female body has had a long 

history of being violated for the benefit of others (through indigenous violence and colonialism), 

thus lacking subjectivity (as in the case of Sarah Baartman; see Matebeni, 2013). Scholars such 

as Gqola (2015) and Matebeni (2013) believe that this lack of subjectivity has influenced sexual 

relations, in which the black female body continues to be a body to be used for others’ benefits 

and not for its own pleasure. 

The implementation of apartheid had not only a racial element but also a geographical element. 

To ensure that racial segregation occurred in all spaces of society, the apartheid government 

enacted spatial segregation of different races (Christopher, 1995). Black, white, indian and 

coloured South Africans were either located in rural homelands (if they were classified as black) 

or, if they lived in urban areas, separated into different areas of cities. In these areas, social 

services and economic resources were limited to ensure that individuals worked in the cities for 

low wages, and black individuals never gained full ‘citizenship’ in urban areas and were only 

able to obtain such ‘citizenship’ in the homelands (Christopher, 1995). Historically, most 

LGBTQI+ organizations and social spaces (bars and clubs) were located in areas mainly 

occupied by white people. During the 1970s and 1980s, a homosexual subculture was prominent 

in Johannesburg and Cape Town. Even though homosexuality was present in other cities and 

rural areas, it was in these two cities that bars and bath houses for white gay men existed in 

discreet and hidden spaces (Cameron, 1994). Historically, black LGBTQI+ individuals in South 

Africa were not able to legally create or access public spaces in which to discuss or explore their 

concerns related to their sexual identities. Tucker (2009) argues that this geographical separation 

had an influence on individuals’ sexual practices, as black and coloured LGBTQI+ individuals 

could not participate in those spaces, not only because of the geographical divide and their 
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restricted movement, but also because most of the discussions that took place there were centred 

on issues affecting white LGBTQI+ individuals. Hemmings (1997) argues that the fluid nature of 

bisexuality means that there are no clearly demarcated spaces for bisexuals, and therefore most 

bisexuals will occupy lesbian and gay spaces. Of course, this has changed over time as more of 

the bisexual spaces that exist online have grown into physical spaces, and there are more queer 

spaces that allow for all non-heterosexuals to be in a space together (Maliepaard, 2020). The 

queer spaces are not focused on fixed sexualities, and this allows for bisexuals to be in 

community with other queer individuals.  

The influence of apartheid-era spatial segregation has been enduring. Even though democracy 

has allowed for the movement of racial groups into different areas, most racial groups still live in 

historically demarcated spaces (Tucker, 2009). LGBTQI+ social spaces are still racially 

separated, as middle- and upper-class LGBTQI+ bars and clubs are located mainly in suburbs or 

in city centres (Canham, 2017; Tucker, 2009). These spaces continue to be white dominated, 

with a few people of colour being a part of them because of their class position. In looking at 

different cities around South Africa, Bagnol et al. (2010) and Matebeni (2011) show how class 

has allowed for LGBT+ individuals of colour to occupy spaces that would not have been 

accessible to them previously. Even though class privilege has allowed for the movement of 

some LGBTQI+ individuals into these spaces, the movement of openly LGBTQI+ individuals of 

colour is still a challenge. Research has looked at how queer women have occupied public space 

in South Africa and an example of this is Gevisser (2010) who looked at white lesbian women 

and how they occupy space in the city of Bloemfontein. Gevisser argues that lesbian women face 

the challenge of patriarchy that exists in gay social spaces which makes it difficult for them to 

socialise and they then move towards the private space in groups to socialise with each other. 
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The patriarchy exists in gay spaces, and this has historically made it difficult for queer women to 

occupy public space (Gevisser, 2010).  What is important to note here is that firstly the focus is 

on lesbian women and how they occupy space instead of gay men and secondly that the research 

moved outside of the major cities of Johannesburg and Cape Town when looking at LGBTQI+ 

studies and space. Gevisser continues this work by looking at the small town of Stellenbosch 

(located around 50km from Cape Town) and how it is highly influenced by the city of Cape 

Town and its LGBTQI+ culture in parts of the city (Gevisser, 2023). Gevisser shows how gay 

individuals are able to occupy space in Stellenbosch by not necessarily having gay clubs or bars 

but by occupying and expressing their sexuality in public spaces that they would not have been 

able to before such as pubs or clubs where you would mainly find heterosexuals in the space. 

This does not look exactly like the big city of Cape Town, but the influence of how LGBTQI+ 

individuals claim space in the major city is felt in the small town (Gevisser, 2023). This indicates 

how LGBTQI+ individuals occupy public spaces in different ways depending on where they are 

located.  

Maliepaard (2015) argues that when researching spaces, one must consider how the language, 

class, practices and experiences of sexual minorities influence their ability to express themselves 

in social spaces. Social spaces that are occupied mainly by white LGBTQI+ individuals still do 

not consider these factors, and this makes individuals of colour sometimes unwilling to engage in 

these spaces (Tucker, 2009). This is illustrated in the book Beyond the Mountain, edited by 

Camminga and Matebeni (2021), who look at the city of Cape Town and its claim that it is the 

‘Queer Capital of Africa’. In the introduction to the book, Matebeni argues that Cape Town is a 

white, predominately gay city, which means that other sexualities, genders and non-genders 

struggle to exist in the city in the same way as white queers do (Matebeni, 2021). A form of 
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whitewashing11 of the LGBTQI+ community occurs in the city that makes it appear to be 

friendly to all homosexuals, but race and class marginalization persist. 

Black and coloured LGBTQI+ individuals must carve out their own spaces to be able to fully 

express themselves without judgement. These spaces have made it possible for them to shape 

their sexual identity (Tucker, 2009). Livermon (2014) argues that in some of these spaces, class 

and gender differences between LGBTQI+ individuals come to the fore. This occurs through the 

types of clothing individuals wear, and through expressions of gender that may be deemed 

‘feminine’ or ‘masculine’. Even though this stratification occurs in many of these spaces, it is in 

black queer spaces that it is challenged, as individuals in these spaces are more concerned with 

being safe and being able to find connection and build community with each other than with the 

differences between them. For black queer individuals in South Africa, performance in public 

spaces is important, as it demonstrates their ability to claim their sexuality that was denied to 

them historically. More spaces are being created for black queers to be able to express their 

sexuality, but this still comes with challenges, as is evident from the high levels of killings of 

black lesbians, mainly in their own communities. Livermon (2012) claims that black lesbians 

have had to undertake ‘cultural labour’ in these communities in order to survive and feel safe to 

express themselves. This labour occurs through lesbians engaging in the community they live in 

and adhering to certain norms and ideas of that community to avoid being viewed as a threat. 

The result of their presence and engagement in their communities has been a challenge to the 

hierarchies and binaries of race, sex and gender that, I believe, offers us a glimpse into the 

reimagining of how we understand sexualities and gender. This will be discussed in more detail 

 
11 ‘Whitewashing’ is a form of multiple actions that are used to cover-up or conceal other forms of ideas or identities 

that exist within a particular context usually along the lines of race (Byrd, 2016). For this thesis the term will mean a 

glossing over of black LGBTQI+ individuals who exist and occupy space in the city but are not acknowledged in the 

same way as their white counterparts.   
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in Chapter 6, which looks at how my interlocutors occupy public and private space as bisexual 

women, and how queer spaces have become more inclusive in challenging the multiple forms of 

oppression that exist.  

2.8 Conclusion  

In this chapter I have looked at the big discussions that inform how bisexuality is understood. 

The way in which sex and gender are constructed in a hierarchical and binary manner still 

influences how we understand sexuality. Combined with this is the heteronormativity that occurs 

in society, and how this marginalizes individuals who are not heterosexual. Lesbian women have 

objected to this unequal structure, and through it they have built a political identity that strives to 

dismantle all forms of oppression that affect women in relation to their sexuality. This 

perspective stems from the Global North, and scholars from the Global South have critiqued it 

and argued that local contexts must be considered when we try to understand sexualities, as other 

factors such as caste, race and class must be considered when we look at sexuality. For this thesis 

it is important to present evidence of how queer individuals have existed on the African 

continent, and how they have been able to occupy space both publicly and privately in ways that 

are not recognized within Global North perspectives. I believe that all of these factors have 

influenced how bisexuality has been understood, but this thesis also shows how bisexual women 

construct and experience their own sexuality. The data presented in the thesis thus contribute to a 

broader understanding of queer sexualities on the African continent and of how women express 

their sexuality in South Africa. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

Following on from the previous chapter, which looked at the ideas and theories that informed 

this study, this chapter will look at the methodological approach that I used in my research. I 

wanted to understand how bisexual women construct and live their sexual identity in a Global 

South context, in the city of Johannesburg. When addressing this research question, it was 

critical for me to make bisexual women visible and their experiences, as I wanted to show how 

they came to understand themselves as bisexuals. I knew that to do this I would have to have 

conversations that involved their childhood and early stages of sexual attraction, and of course 

the role of their families and other important individuals in how much agency they had with 

regard to their sexuality, at home and in other spaces. Moving forward to their current life stages, 

I wanted to look at how their race, age, space, religion and class informed and continues to 

influence how they express and identify as bisexual women. Of course, there were other factors 

that my participants mentioned in how they came into their sexuality (e.g. influence of media) 

but for this research these themes were dominant and came to the fore in the different interviews 

I had.  Lastly, I considered the relationship status of my respondents, because I wanted to find 

out if they have disclosed their sexuality to their current or past partners, and what the response 

to this has been by all parties involved. For me, all these factors were important, as I wanted to 

see if and how each of them influenced my respondents’ sexuality in the course of their lifetime.  

The city of Johannesburg was also important in the study. Firstly, it was easier for me to involve 

participants living in the same city where I reside. The city itself is a city historically was made 

up of migrants coming from all parts of the continent and abroad looking for economic 
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opportunities. From that different communities, different forms of dwelling and a history has 

been created in the city. This of course still continues to this day and as an urban city and 

economic hub on the continent, Johannesburg allows for people to come in and out of the city in 

a way without having to build community if they do not want to for their economic benefit 

(Falkof & Van Staden, 2020) . This allows for anonymity to occur for Johannesburg dwellers 

and this is I believe is important for LGBTQI+ individuals as they can claim and express their 

sexuality in the city in ways they could not in small towns or in other countries on the continent 

where being non-heterosexual is not approved of or illegal. It must be noted that this does not 

mean that LGBTQI+ spaces are not created in these restrictive spaces, but there is a way in 

which Johannesburg allows for freedom and anonymity as a big metropolis which other spaces 

cannot as Camminga notes ‘The map of Johannesburg, much like the city’s residents, is ever 

moving. Its clear limits are indiscernible except by those making the definitions- and the same 

can be said for the definition of who does and does not belong’(Camminga, 2020: 214). Lastly, 

the city continues to be important as it has a significant place in the history of LGBTQI+ 

movements in South Africa, and in the democratic dispensation (Cameron, 1994). As mentioned 

in the introduction, the first Pride march was held in Johannesburg on the 13th of October 1990 

(Cameron, 1994). This was the first LGBTQI+ march to be held on the continent signifying the 

significant role that Johannesburg played in the fight for equal rights for queer individuals in the 

country and the continent as whole. Johannesburg continues to be one of the few cities in the 

country, and even on the African continent, where LGBTQI+ individuals can openly express 

their sexuality in public, even though they face challenges; these will be discussed in Chapter 5, 

where I consider the different spaces in which my participants engaged across the city. Another 

city in South Africa that is viewed as LGBTQI+ -friendly is Cape Town, but it has been critiqued 
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as being ‘white middle-class LGBTQI+ friendly’, as those who do not identify with white and 

middle-class identities experience marginalization there (Tucker, 2009). Johannesburg is 

considered to be LGBTQI+-friendly, but also allows for those of different races and classes to 

socialize with each other, which for me was an interesting dimension to explore. An aspect of the 

study is investigation of how the bisexual women I interviewed engaged with space, why they 

chose to engage in particular spaces, and what this can tell us about how non-heterosexual 

women occupy public space in a country with high levels of gender-based violence (GBV) 

against women. I wanted to understand where they gathered around the city of Johannesburg and 

what informed their reasoning of selecting certain neighbourhoods in Johannesburg in relation to 

their sexuality. I also wanted to see who was allowed into these spaces that non-heterosexual 

women occupy and who was not for various reasons. In my own experience growing up in the 

city being a bisexual woman I found that spaces for non-heterosexual women were limited which 

made it difficult for me to build community with other non-heterosexual women. This of course 

has changed in the city as more non-heterosexual women have occupied both public and private 

spaces and I wanted to understand how this has affected my respondents. Lastly, I wanted to 

know the motivation for coming together as queer women. I was keen to learn why these women 

gathered in different spaces and how this has informed how they express and perform their 

sexuality.  

With the above context in mind, I decided to use a qualitative approach in gathering my data. In 

looking at past LGBTQI+ studies and dissertations, I found that authors used both qualitative and 

quantitative methods, but they engaged primarily with qualitative methodologies for this type of 

research. Qualitative research seeks to examine or enquire about social phenomena in their 

natural settings (Babbie & Mouton, 2005). It seeks to find answers to the questions of why 
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certain social phenomena occur, and what we can learn from them, instead of focusing on ‘how 

many’ or ‘how much’ research questions. Qualitative research tries to document the experiences 

and behaviours of individuals or groups, and how these shape relationships in society (Creswell 

& Poth, 2016). I wanted to document the experiences of my participants in terms of how they 

understand, perform and express their bisexuality in an intersectional manner, involving other 

factors such as race, class, space, religion and age.  

In this chapter I explain the methodological approach I selected and the reasoning behind it. I 

describe the methods I used to gather the data for the study over a period of time. I also discuss 

how I took into consideration the ethics involved in the study, and how this impacted on me, not 

only as a scholar but also as a human being. Finally, I will discuss the challenges I encountered 

in the data collection process and how I addressed them.  

 3.2 Life histories 

When I decided to do this research, I knew that I would be discussing something that is very 

personal to people and therefore needs to be approached with sensitivity. A specific data 

collection method is required to understand the interpersonal nature of identity construction, and 

how individuals come to express their multiple identities. With that in mind, I decided to use a 

life history approach to gather my data from my interlocutors. Plummer (1995) defines life 

history research as a full account of an individual’s life, given in their own words. A life history 

approach gathers data over a period of time spent with the participant during recorded 

interviews, observation of the individual’s life, and interviews with friends or other family 

members if necessary (Babbie & Mouton, 2005). The idea behind this approach is that it relies 

heavily on individuals’ subjective realities; so, the focus is not on objective facts and the 
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accuracy of people’s stories, but instead on how individuals ascribe meaning to life events. From 

these meanings, we can proceed to formulate substantive theories based on interpretation of 

reality, rather than on scientific explanation (Bertaux & Kohli, 1984).  

For me it was especially important to get a full picture of the history of each of my participants, 

especially when it came to understanding how they constructed their sexuality. I knew that I had 

to start in their childhood and find out what their initial ideas or experiences were, with respect to 

their sexual identity and in relation to sex. In developing my questionnaire, what was important 

in the initial questions was asking participants about their early experiences of realising their 

non-normative sexuality, as this provided me with a pathway to understand how they came into 

their sexuality depending on their experiences. For most of my participants this understanding 

occurred in their childhood, but for some it happened later in their lives. This question was 

further elaborated on when I asked participants about their initial feelings about their desires, 

whether they had decided to disclose their sexuality to their family members, and what the 

response was to this. For me, this early discovery of their sexuality was important, as I wanted to 

understand how they ascribed meaning to their sexuality at a young age, as well as later in life, 

and how this was influenced by their family, friends, media, popular culture and other agents that 

shaped them. A history of this early period in their lives helped me to understand how my 

participants had come to their sexuality as adults, and how this was informed by their first 

romantic and sexual experiences.  

As mentioned earlier, an individual’s sexuality is very personal, so I knew I had to be sensitive to 

my respondents in how I conducted the interviews. I needed to make them as comfortable as 

possible, and one of the ways I did that was by disclosing my own bisexuality. I felt that it was 

important that my respondents were aware of my sexuality, so that they could possibly relate to 
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me and know that I have my own vested interest in this research work of trying to contribute to 

making bisexuality visible as a legitimate identity, and one that we as bisexuals should claim 

more often. To help my participants feel comfortable with the interviewing process, I asked them 

to decide where and how they wanted to conduct the interview (i.e., online or face-to-face). 

Since I am studying a personal issue in this research, I knew that I had to pay special attention to 

the body language, tone of voice and certain expressions exhibited by respondents during the 

interviews (Ganguly, 2017). This was important for me, as it communicated what my 

participants would not say in words, and then I could follow up a response they made with a 

question about any physical expressions I observed. All of this helped me to build trust and 

encourage my participants to share their experiences with me.  

Using a life history approach was also important in my selection of women, or gender-non-

conforming individuals who have historically been marginalized subjects, as my respondents. 

Feminist researchers have argued that this approach is useful for groups of people who have been 

excluded from research, as it allows them to document their experiences in their own voices 

(Goodson, 2001), and for ‘rich evidence about impersonal and collective processes as well as 

about subjectivity’ (Connell, 1987, p. 89). Subjectivity was important in the research, as I wanted 

to understand how my respondents viewed their sexuality, and how it intersects with other 

identities of class, race and age. I will delve more deeply into my selection of women for the 

research in the sampling section of this chapter.  

3.3  Interviews 

Interviews are the most common methods used in a qualitative approach (Babbie & Mouton, 

2005). When discussing sexuality, I knew that I had to use interviews to gather the data I needed 
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for the study. I drafted an interview schedule to guide me, but I was also aware that I needed to 

be flexible and allow for the interview process to be iterative and go where it needed to while 

still gathering the necessary data. This is in line with an interview model that Kvale (1996) 

argues for; the interviewer must allow for the interview process to go in different directions 

while still having specific questions to pose, so that the participant is able to tell their story in 

their own words. I began the process of collecting my data in late 2019 and completed it at the 

end of 2021. I conducted my interviews wherever my participants felt comfortable, and initially 

they were able to have face-to-face interviews with me across the city. Once the Covid-19 

pandemic hit in 2020, I was forced to move some of my interviews online. Initially I did not 

want to do this, because I knew that the research topic was sensitive and required me to conduct 

interviews face-to-face. With some apprehension, and not being sure when the pandemic would 

allow for in-person conversations, I decided on moving to online interviews. Overall, I 

conducted two interviews with each participant, and with five of my participants I conducted an 

additional interview. In the second or third interviews, I was trying to delve more deeply into 

some of their responses for which I wanted more clarification.  

The drafting of my interview schedule was important to the interview process. I started the 

schedule by asking very simple biographical questions such as what race and gender participants 

identified with, whether or not they were employed, and what profession they were in. I did this 

in order to collect the necessary data as well as to begin the interview with simple questions that 

would allow my participants to feel comfortable, before turning to more personal questions that 

might make them a bit uncomfortable depending on how they responded. An example of a 

personal question was: ‘Have you experienced any form of harassment or violence because of 

your bisexuality?’ This question came later in the interview, and for some of my participants it 
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was a difficult question to answer as they had, in fact, experienced some form of violence, as will 

be discussed in Chapter 7. I knew that I had to pay attention when my participants responded to 

this question, and I also allowed the conversation to delve more deeply into their experiences of 

sexual violence and harassment if they allowed me to do so. Having the questions build up 

slowly was important, as this made my participants feel more comfortable and willing to share 

some of their personal experiences.  

Before any interview, I had an initial discussion with the participant concerned about what some 

of the questions were that they would be asked during the process. For me, this initial 

conversation was important, in that I wanted to create a relaxed and informal connection with my 

participants before we moved into the more formal space of the interview. As a bisexual woman 

conducting research on other bisexual women, I acknowledged that a high-level of reflexivity 

and transparency was required. This commonality, and other similarities that I shared with 

participants, such as being a University of the Witwatersrand graduate or spending a significant 

amount of time in my youth in the township of Soweto, could serve to build rapport, enhance 

their sense of trust in me, and create a more open research situation (Jones, 2005). I had this 

conversation on our cellphones, and it was here that I disclosed my own bisexuality to each of 

my participants and informed them of the research, explaining why I was doing it and giving 

them examples of questions I would ask. It must be noted that when I informed my participants 

that the reason I had chosen this topic was to try to visibilise bisexuality, a lot of them responded 

with both enthusiasm and frustration, commenting on the lack of visibility of bisexuality in 

LGBTQI+ spaces, and how this had impacted on them and on their own sexuality. This positive 

response facilitated my respondents’ willingness to be open during the interview process, since 

they wanted to share with me their experiences of being bisexual women. 
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The shift to online interviews because of Covid-19 was challenging for me at first. I was not able 

to sit face-to-face with my respondents, and this was a key part of how I wanted to conduct my 

interviews because of the topic. I wanted to wait until 2021 to speak with my participants, but 

after much discussion with my supervisor I decided to try out a few of my interviews online. Ten 

of my participants had their interviews online, and thirteen had interviews face-to-face. Overall, 

most of the interviews went well online, but I still had difficulties such as cellphone data access 

for my participants and seeing them online without interruptions caused by network connectivity 

problems. Some of my participants did not have enough cellphone data for an online 

conversation lasting one or two hours, and I therefore had to give them money to buy data for the 

interview. Another challenge was that some of my participants did not want to use the video 

option during the interview, because it would use too much data. This made it difficult for me to 

observe their body or facial expressions. The way I dealt with this challenge was to listen very 

carefully and try to recognize if there was a change of tone in their voices or in the answers they 

gave. This allowed me to probe further where necessary, even if I was unable to see them. For 

my participants whom I did not see online this did work, but I also think what was very helpful 

was that they wanted to talk because of the isolation they were experiencing during the Covid-19 

pandemic, and so it was not too difficult to get them to fully express their feelings to me.  

I was able to have at least two interviews with each of my respondents. The first interview was 

structured and focused on the questions. The second interview was more informal, as I knew my 

interlocutors and we went out to lunch, where I could have a follow-up discussion with them. I 

had to have a second interview to probe further into the some of the questions I had asked in the 

first interview. All of my participants were more than willing to have a second interview, and I 

was able to delve more deeply into their first responses and gain more insight into their 
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experiences.  

In addition to interviews with my respondents, I also had informal conversations and informal 

interviews with lesbian women. Some of them were people I knew, and others were not. I made 

this decision as, in my own experience, and in discussion with others, I have found that some 

lesbian women have strong opinions and views about bisexual women. Some of these opinions 

are informed by experiences they have had, and others are not. I found that in my initial 

interviews with bisexual women, they vocalized their own experiences with lesbian women, and 

how these had been relationships filled with tension. I decided to have conversations with some 

lesbian women to learn about their opinions of bisexual women, and why they have seemingly 

negative attitudes towards these women. I did not use the same interview schedule for these 

interviews; rather, based on my interviews with my participants, I was able to formulate some 

informal questions that I wanted to ask to get a fuller picture and understanding of the 

relationships internal to the LGBTQI+ community in Johannesburg. For this study I felt it was 

necessary to interview lesbian women as will be seen in the analysis chapters where I look at the 

biphobia that my participants experienced from other lesbian women and what that says about 

how women’s sexuality is not only regulated by the heteropatriarchy but by other queer women. 

Lesbian women were not at the centre of the research rather a small piece in the puzzle.  

Most of the interviews were conducted in English, but some of them were in isiZulu or Sesotho. 

This was done with those black South African respondents who felt more comfortable saying 

certain things in an African language instead of English. I also felt that there were some 

moments when my participants could not express what they wanted to say in English, and so I 

would start speaking in an African language to signal that they could continue to respond to a 

question and express how they felt in the language they felt most comfortable in. This came to 
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the fore when I was speaking about sexual violence and harassment; my participants would use 

certain words in an African language to express their anger or sadness about these experiences.  

The interview process was my favourite part of the research. It enabled me to collect the stories 

of my interlocutors and understand how they came to understand their sexuality. It was also 

important as it was about understanding not only their sexuality, but also how other parts of their 

identity intersected with their sexuality and how that informed who they were as full individuals, 

living in the city of Johannesburg.  

3.4  Participant observation  

Another method that I used in my data collection was a form of participant observation. This 

method allows a researcher to witness participants in their ‘natural’ setting, in terms of where 

they spend time together socially with others, rather than in a ‘forced’ setting such as a workshop 

or interview (Lichterman, 2002). I wanted to be able to observe some of my participants and how 

they expressed or discussed their bisexuality in their social settings, without them feeling any 

pressure to answer questions in a particular manner for my research. Of course, my participants 

were aware of who I was and the research I was doing, so my presence was not a complete 

submersion in their worlds (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1998), but I was still able to watch them 

without the pressure of the study being present. Participant observation allows the researcher to 

take note of the nuances and the unconscious behaviour that respondents display without their 

knowledge, which can inform the research (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1998). This method 

allowed me to pay attention to other forms of communication that could inform my participants’ 

behaviour, and ultimately the research. One of the ways I conducted this observation was by 

joining the bisexual group AmBi. AmBi is a global social club that is ‘a community for bi 
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people, our partners, and allies’ to come together and build a community of individuals who 

affirm their bisexuality (AmBi n.d.). The idea behind the group is to have bisexuals come 

together and feel pride in being bisexual, and also share their experiences with other bisexual 

individuals or allies who support this form of sexuality. This is important, as bisexual individuals 

have experienced biphobia from both heterosexual and homosexual individuals (Barker & 

Langdridge, 2008; see also Chapter 7 of this thesis), and this space offers them an opportunity to 

move away from the biphobia and create positive experiences for themselves as bisexual 

individuals. I joined the Johannesburg chapter of AmBi in 2019, and over the period of 2019 to 

2021 I attended the various social events that the chapter hosted, such as visits to art galleries, 

picnics in the park, or drinks in bars around Johannesburg. It was in this space that I was able to 

observe two of my participants in a setting of their choosing, noting how they expressed their 

sexuality in relation to others, especially other bisexual individuals.  

Another space in which I observed some of my participants was at gatherings with other friends 

for dinners, or at bars where I was able to watch them with their friends in different social 

settings. The last space where I was able to observe my respondents was at various social 

gatherings I attended around Johannesburg that are hosted for LGBTQI+ individuals, in clubs or 

art galleries as will be discussed in Chapter 6, where I consider how space affects my 

participants’ ability to perform and feel safe in their sexuality. I was fortunate to be able to attend 

clubs in the suburb of Illovo, and parties such as the Pussy Party in the CBD and in 

Braamfontein, where I was able to observe my participants and how they interacted with their 

friends and with other people.  

It must be noted that I was not able to observe all my respondents in these informal settings, but I 

did observe ten of them. In all the above settings, my goal was to obtain a better understanding of 
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my respondents as individuals, especially in relation to their sexuality, and how this came to the 

fore, or did not, in different spaces for different reasons.  

3.5  Sampling  

The criteria for selection of my research participants were intentional. I wanted my participants 

to be 18 years old and over, so that I would not need any parental consent. My participants had to 

identify as bisexual, and they had to be women or gender-non-binary individuals who are viewed 

as women in society because of their physical appearance. My participants also had to be living 

in Johannesburg during the period of the study, so that they could draw from their own 

experience of what it means to be a bisexual woman living in Johannesburg and how the city has 

influenced this. I wanted to interview women from different classes and races, as I wanted to see 

if there were any variances in their responses because of these two factors. Lastly, I also wanted 

to look at the religion of my participants and how this has influenced their sexual identity. 

In order to find participants for my research I had to use multiple sources. Initially I thought it 

was going to be easy to find participants, but in fact it was a challenge to do so. One of the 

reasons for this was that many bisexual women are not publicly open about their sexuality, partly 

because of the biphobia that they experience from some individuals in both the heterosexual and 

LGBTQI+ communities (Klesse, 2011). I therefore had to be creative in finding respondents. 

One of the first methods I used to sample my participants was the snowball method. Snowballing 

allows the researcher to find participants through other research participants by using their social 

networks (friends, family, workplaces, organizations, etc.) (Noy, 2008). This type of sampling 

allows access to participants who may suffer from stigma, prejudice or marginalization and who 

may therefore not be easily accessible. For me, this method was important as I used the networks 
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of my friends and colleagues to obtain my first sample of participants. These respondents were at 

first nervous about participating in my research, but once I explained the nature of the research 

and the reasons why I wanted to do it, I was able to convince them to be a part of the study. I 

also contacted LGBTQI+ organizations operating and organizing around Johannesburg (the 

Forum for the Empowerment of Women [FEW] and Iranti12). I informed them of my research 

and my search for participants. These organizations were helpful, and through them I was able to 

gain more respondents. As mentioned earlier, I also joined the AmBi community so that I could 

be able to recruit participants and observe them in social situations.  

After some time, this form of snowballing reached its limit, and then I had to find new ways of 

selecting respondents. Social media is a powerful tool for research, as it allows for questions to 

be asked in a less formal atmosphere and for marginalized groups to be able to discuss issues in 

an open public format (Kirkup, 2010). I used multiple forms of social media to gain participants. 

One platform that I used was Twitter, which is used by many LGBTQI+ individuals who raise 

awareness about or have discussions on issues that are affecting their community. I knew that I 

would get participants through this platform, and I drafted a flyer detailing the research, who I 

was, and my contact details to be used by those who chose to participate in the study. I posted 

the flyer using a friend’s Twitter handle, because they are a well-known writer and editor, 

specifically in queer and feminist spaces. A significant number of participants responded to this 

online post, and many of them were eager to be a part of the study. I was able to gain more than 

20 participants from this online sampling method; I decided to only interview 12 respondents 

from this sample so that I could be able to have deeper and multiple conversations with them, 

 
12 The Forum for the Empowerment of Women (FEW) is a black lesbian feminist non-profit organization based in 

Johannesburg working on advocacy and capacity-building. Iranti is a Johannesburg-based media advocacy 

organization that advocates for the rights of LGBTI+ persons, with a specific focus on lesbian, transgender 

(including gender-non-conforming) and intersex persons in Africa. 
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instead of once-off conversations that would have been necessary if I had interviewed all those 

who responded. The last social media tool I used was Facebook. I have a Facebook profile, and I 

posted the same flyer there as I had used on Twitter. This led to more participants wanting to be 

part of the study. It is interesting to note that on Facebook I received responses from bisexual 

men who wanted to be a part of the study, because they recognized its importance and wanted to 

share their experiences as bisexual men. Unfortunately, I had to inform them that bisexual men 

did not fit my selection criteria for participants, but I did have informal conversations with them 

online and face-to-face. I found this to be extremely informative, as through these conversations 

I was able to obtain a different perspective on bisexuality. On reflection, I recognize the 

importance of looking at bisexuality for men, women and gender-non-conforming individuals as 

a whole, and not just for cisgendered women. The perspective of bisexual men informed my 

thesis when I looked at the biphobia experienced by bisexuals, and how it occurs differently for 

men and women.  

In total I had twenty-four participants for my research study (see Table 1). I decided to stop at 

this number, as this would provide me with enough data to be able to explore the experience of 

what it means to be a bisexual woman living in Johannesburg. Twenty-three of my participants 

were cisgendered women, and one individual was non-binary. I wanted a pool of participants 

from multiple classes, but unfortunately, I was not able to find participants from different social 

classes, as only people from middle- and upper-class backgrounds wanted to be a part of my 

research. A possible reason for this is that the snowballing method I used to find participants 

meant that I interviewed mainly middle-class participants just like me. The definition of the 

middle class in South Africa has been challenging, because of the historical legacy of apartheid. 

Since 1994, and through the deliberate efforts of the ruling African National Congress Party 
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(ANC) via its economic policies, a black middle class has emerged in South Africa (Southall, 

2019). This middle class is characterized by individuals who have some form of tertiary 

education and occupy professional positions in either middle or senior management (Southall, 

2019). However, even though they are classified as middle class, they can still be economically 

precarious. This is so both because of the historical economic legacy of apartheid in South 

Africa, and also because of the current neoliberal political economy system, in which there is 

major youth unemployment. Secondly, I wanted to understand how queerness and being middle 

class informed each other in a South African context as there has been limited research looking 

at these two factors together.13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
13 LGBTQI+ research historically has focused on individuals in the townships of South Africa and how they 

negotiate how to express their sexuality (Lane et al., 2008; Livermon, 2014; Salo et al., 2010). This group is usually 

working class or living in townships across the country.  
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Table 1: List of research participants  

Pseudonym  Age Race Profession Religious 

affiliation 

Relationship 

status  

Kopano 27  Black  Spiritual healer Christian In a relationship 

Samantha 58 White Lecturer Jewish  In a relationship 

Lisa  34 White Lecturer None Single 

Kefilwe (non-

conforming 

26 Black  Teacher Atheist In a relationship 

Nabeelah 25 Black  Intern journalist Muslim Single 

Karabo 22 Black  Student None  Single  

Robyn 28 White Consultant Christian  In a relationship 

Babalwa  24 Black  Debating coach Christian In a relationship 

Dineo 22 Black  Student None Single 

 

Ayanda 25 Black  Journalist None In a relationship 

Lindiwe 21 Black Asian Student Muslim Single  

Sheila 29 Black Freelance editor None Single  

Nomvula 21 Black  Student None Single 

Zinzi 29 Black  Consultant None Single 

Lauren  45 Coloured Graphic designer None In a relationship 

Jennifer 33 White Video journalist Christian Single 

Amanda 24 Black  Self-employed None Single 

Lerato 21 Black  Student Christian In a relationship 

Pumla 26 Black  Lawyer Christian  Single 

Mpho 35 Black  Medical doctor Jehovah’s 

Witness 

Single 

Brooke 35 White Development 

specialist 

None Single  

Vuyo 24 Black Student  Christian Single  
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My sample is primarily black individuals in their twenties and thirties. I was very fortunate to 

find individuals outside of this age group such as Lauren (45) and Samantha (58); I was able to 

include them in my study by sampling them via social media (Facebook) and my friend’s 

network, respectively. Both white women were keen to participate in the research, and I 

appreciated their perspectives, which added to my understanding of how age became a critical 

factor in how my participants understood their sexuality. This was informed by the fact that my 

participants grew up in different time periods in South Africa; my white participants were able to 

claim their sexuality in public more than was possible for other races, who historically and 

currently still find this to be a challenge. I say this because the transition to democracy in 1994, 

and the inclusion of LGBTQI+ rights in the Constitution, shaped how my respondents were able 

to express their sexuality at different points in their lives.  

As seen from the column on ‘Profession’ in Table 1, most of my interlocutors are middle-class 

individuals who have some form of tertiary education or are currently engaged in studies at this 

level or are professionals in the workplace. These individuals therefore represent a specific class 

of bisexual individuals. 

I wanted to know the relationship status of my participants because I believed that this would 

inform their responses, particularly when it came to disclosure of their sexuality to their partners 

and others, and what that means for how they express their bisexuality to others. I also wanted to 

know, if they were in a relationship, what type of relationship it was, i.e. an ‘opposite-sex’ or 

Tshepiso  27 Black  Lecturer/PhD 

student 

None In a relationship  

Beth  28 White  Tattoo artist None  In a relationship 
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‘same-sex’ relationship. This was critical to knowing how they were able to express and perform 

their bisexuality in heterosexual or homosexual relationships. Lastly, when I asked my 

participants what religion they identified with, most of them responded with ‘none’. I use the 

word ‘none’ in this case because when I asked my respondents if they were atheists they said no, 

they preferred to say they had no religious affiliation, but they did identify with some form of 

spirituality. I believe that this is because all of my participants were raised in religious 

households, and even though they no longer affiliate to a religion, it still influences them today. 

This will be discussed further in Chapter 4, where my participants detail how religion had an 

influence on their sexuality at an early age and how it continues to do so today. All these 

dimensions show how diverse my sample was, and the intersectional nature of an individual’s 

sexual identity. 

3.6  Ethics and safety 

To ensure that participants were not put at any risk by my research, I took various measures. The 

first measure I took to avoid risk and protect them was to have their names anonymised by 

making use of pseudonyms instead of their real names, as seen in Table 1. Secondly, the 

information I obtained from them was treated as confidential, and only my transcriber and I had 

access to the data gathered. Elwood and Martin (2000) argue that the selection of interview 

location by my participants in research is critical, as it allows my participants to be comfortable 

and share their stories but also informs the researcher of the social spaces that my participants are 

at ease in, especially when discussing issues that may be private or sensitive (e.g., sexual 

violence and harassment). I allowed my participants to decide on the venue where they wanted to 

conduct the interview, if it was face-to-face. Most of these interviews were conducted either at 
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the participant’s residence or in a corner of a quiet coffee shop or restaurant with few other 

people present. For my online participants the venue had already been selected (i.e. Google 

Meets or Zoom), but I did observe that some of my participants were sensitive about where they 

would have the discussion online, as they were aware of the sensitivity of the topic, and they 

wanted to have the interview in a quiet space by themselves which would either be in another 

room in their homes, their cars or private office rooms.  

As a researcher I am always aware of the power relations that exist in any study. Since I was 

extracting information from participants for my own benefit, I was constantly thinking of how I 

could acknowledge this unequal relation and try to address it where I could. One of the ways in 

which I did this was, as mentioned earlier, by disclosing my bisexuality to all my participants to 

build a commonality amongst us. I also allowed my participants to ask me any questions they 

wanted to, before and during the interview. For me this was important, as it allowed them to feel 

more comfortable during the entire process and to know that I was grappling with some of the 

questions I was asking them. Lastly, I made my participants aware that they could ask for their 

respective interview transcriptions if they wanted them, and that the completed thesis would be 

made available to them if they requested this. Participants were further informed of their freedom 

to withdraw their participation at any point of the interview and the study. Fortunately, none of 

my participants withdrew from the research.  

Qualitative research often involves invading someone’s privacy and asking personal questions 

that participants may not be comfortable answering (Dowling, 2005). Using life histories as a 

methodology allows for the re-opening of old traumas (Miller, 2000). This was something I took 

seriously, because I knew that some of my questions looked at sexual violence and harassment. I 

knew that some of my participants might have experienced sexual violence or physical 



84 

 

harassment and that this might open old traumas for them. I was able to contend with the 

possibility of this matter coming up in each interview by ensuring on my consent form that my 

participants were aware of the section covering this topic in the interview schedule, and that if 

they experienced any discomfort or were ‘triggered’ during or after the interview they could 

contact various social support service hotlines (such as the South African Depression and 

Anxiety Group or counselling services at People Opposing Women Abuse). None of my 

participants who had experienced violence discontinued the interviews during the process, and I 

made sure to follow up with them a few weeks after the interviews to check whether they were 

okay. I was academically prepared for my participants to have possibly experienced sexual 

violence or harassment, as I had previously done research on women who experience violence 

(Bashonga & Khuzwayo, 2017). Previously I had participated in a sexual harassment workshop 

training titled ‘Defence for Life Campaign’ hosted by the South African Commercial, Catering 

Allied Workers Union (SACCAWU) a few years ago, where I was trained on how to support 

individuals who had experienced harassment or violence in their lives. In this training I learnt 

how to listen and support individuals if they ever came to me and informed me of their 

experiences of violence. Therefore, I knew how to conduct myself appropriately. At no point 

during the interviews did I pressure my participants to share such experiences, and I respected 

them when they chose not to do so. All of this influenced me emotionally, and I made sure to 

space out my interviews so that I could journal and see a therapist, when necessary, to be able to 

continue with the study. 

The University of the Witwatersrand Ethics Committee approved my research. I have followed 

ethical guidelines both in the collection of data and in the way in which I have written up the 

thesis. 
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3.7 Challenges  

During the process of undertaking this study I experienced some challenges. As mentioned 

earlier in this chapter, finding participants for the study was a challenge, and I had to deploy 

numerous methods in order to get respondents (social networks, social media and contacting 

NGOs). This meant that my fieldwork took longer than I had expected, as I did not have an 

immediate sample of bisexual women willing to participate. In regard to the NGOs I contacted, I 

thought I would be able to get participants but even the employees at the organizations 

commented on how they did not have that many bisexual women coming through their doors, but 

rather other queer women. I was fortunate enough to visit the Gay and Lesbian Archive14 located 

at the University of the Witwatersrand, and in their archives, I found a lot of material looking at 

bisexual individuals in South Africa in the 1980s and early 1990s. During this period there was a 

strong bisexual community within LGBTQI+ spaces, as articles were published, and discussions 

and workshops were held where issues affecting bisexuals were discussed. Over time this space 

has declined, for numerous reasons. One of these reasons is because bisexuality and its fluid 

nature are expressed by individuals in different ways, and some individuals do not want to 

disclose their sexuality. Another reason is that there has been a decline in documentation of 

bisexuals in South Africa, something I will discuss in the chapters where I present my analysis.  

Without doubt the most significant challenge to my research was Covid-19. The pandemic was a 

challenge not only for the study but also for me personally. I began the research in 2018 and in 

2020 I was scheduled to do my interviews. As the pandemic began, and there was uncertainty 

about whether we would be able to go back to our previous ways of working, I first questioned 

 
14 The Gay and Lesbian Archive is an NGO whose aim is the production, preservation and dissemination of 

information about the history, culture and contemporary experiences of LGBTQI+ people in South Africa (see 

https://gala.co.za/about/history/). 

https://gala.co.za/about/history/
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whether I would be able to continue with the PhD and conduct the interviews for my research. 

Fortunately, in consultation with my supervisor and with other scholars who were working on 

their own research, I decided to shift my interviews online. Online interviews are not new to 

qualitative research, as constraints such as finances, geographical locations and physical mobility 

have resulted in scholars conducting interviews online (Cater, 2011). However, my decision to 

shift some of the interviews online was not an easy one, because I felt it was important to make 

sure my participants were comfortable with this and still wanted to participate in the study. 

Before these interviews, I had never conducted research interviews online; fortunately, after two 

online interviews I could tell what I was doing wrong and learn from that. My participants 

responded positively to the online interviews; I believe one of the reasons for this is that the 

pandemic had forced individuals to stay indoors and avoid communicating with others, and when 

they had an opportunity to communicate with me, they were very open, wanting to share their 

experiences as they had been forced not to share anything with others during the first year of the 

pandemic.  During some of these interviews I observed how much my participants not only 

wanted to discuss their experiences of their sexuality, but I found that they also wanted to discuss 

their experiences of COVID-19 and some of the feelings that they had. For me as a researcher 

this then forced me to bring forth not only my research skills to the interviews but also my 

compassion and empathy as another human being ging through this difficult time. My own 

research beliefs require me to not only be a researcher but also be someone who is open to share 

myself and be a considerate listener during the interviews. I became very thoughtful about how I 

conducted my interviews. I began each interview by asking my participants ‘please can you 

pause and think for a few minutes how you are doing right now?’  I did this as a technique to 

ground my respondents in the space of the interview, and to allow them to share with me their 
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emotions if they chose to. After I asked this question, a significant amount of my participants did 

answer the question by telling me about the challenges that they were having during the 

pandemic. For me as a researcher I knew that I had to give space for my participants to express 

their feelings before I began my interview and we paused during the conversation in order to be 

present and try process our experiences together. I noticed that when my participants shared with 

me their feelings, they felt even more comfortable with me because I could relate to similar 

feelings of anxiety and mild depression. This was not the first time in my research experience 

where I have faced a challenge that required me to provide space and be aware of my 

interlocutor, but it was the first time where I had to consciously be aware of how my participant 

was doing before and during the interviews. In reflection I feel that I will be taking this approach 

going forward in future research as it has allowed me to build rapport with my respondents 

during and after the study.  

The pandemic also affected the duration of my studies, as I had to extend my research by twelve 

months, which was not ideal. The unplanned and uncertain nature of the pandemic forced me to 

put my research on hold. At one stage I was not sure if, as a country and a planet, we would be 

able to go outside and continue with our ‘usual lives’. Emotionally, Covid-19 was overwhelming 

for me. The uncertainty of what was going to happen, especially during the first six months of 

the pandemic, caused a lot of fear and anxiety, and this translated into me doubting whether I 

would complete the study. This led to me experiencing serious levels of despair and depression, 

which affected my research abilities. I believe that this feeling continues even now, as I still have 

moments when I question my capabilities to continue as a scholar outside this study and beyond 

it. What was incredibly helpful in combatting some of these feelings were some of the academic 

groups I was a part of. These groups were helpful in that other scholars were grappling with 
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some of the same pandemic-related challenges I was encountering. In these spaces I was able to 

gain insights into how I could continue with my studies, but also simply voice the anxiety we 

were all feeling. These spaces helped me significantly in continuing my studies and writing up 

this thesis.  

3.8 Conclusion  

In this chapter I have set out the methodological approach I decided upon, and the diversity of 

the sample obtained for this research. It was important for me to use tools that could show the 

lived experiences of bisexual women, using their own words, and the multiple social factors 

(race, age, class, location) that have influenced and shaped their bisexuality at different stages of 

their lives. It was also important for me to use tools that allowed for individuals who have been 

marginalized to come to the fore and document their experiences of how they express their 

sexuality publicly in South Africa.  
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Chapter 4: Discovering a Bisexual Identity 

4.1 Introduction  

 It has been argued by Brown (2002b) that an individual’s sexuality is critical for their self-

development. This is informed, of course, by contexts that either affirm or deny the individual’s 

sexuality. How an individual identifies will, in certain contexts, shape how they perform or 

express their sexual identity privately or publicly. This is especially important for queer 

individuals who do not conform to the heteronormative order; how they discover and ultimately 

describe their sexuality will always be challenging for them, depending on the context. In this 

chapter I argue that for my participants, the journey of discovering their bisexual identity is a 

unique, non-linear and challenging one.  

Like all other LGBTQI+ individuals, when my participants explored or discovered their sexual 

identity, especially at a young age, they were faced with the negative responses of 

heteronormativity, race, and in certain contexts religion, in their disapproval of this sexual 

identity. For bisexual individuals there is an added layer of negativity, because as mentioned in 

the literature review in Chapter 2, the invisibility of bisexuality has resulted in people not 

knowing or properly understanding what bisexuality is. Because of that, stigma and biphobia 

occur in both queer and non-queer spaces.  

All of this will be discussed in the present chapter, and I will consider how these factors have 

shaped the ways in which my interlocutors identify with their sexuality. I will look at how my 

participants discovered their bisexuality at different points in their lives, and the difficulties that 

have come with this discovery. For some of them this was a challenge, especially when they 
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were younger, and they navigated that difficulty in multiple ways. This navigation continues, as 

the questions of legitimacy and ‘passing’ are still posed to bisexual individuals, and the tensions 

that exist between bisexuality and other queer identities will be looked at. Finally, I will look at 

how my participants have chosen – if they have chosen – to disclose their sexual identity to their 

romantic partners, and at the divergent responses that they have received. I look at how these 

responses have influenced the ways in which they express or perform their bisexuality in the 

privacy of their romantic relationships. I believe all of this will highlight the importance of 

viewing sexuality as fluid, and of recognizing that bisexuality offers an opportunity to learn how 

queer sexualities are expressed in South Africa.  

4.2 Early recognition of a queer identity  

One of the most significant contributors to understanding identity development in the field of 

social psychology has been Erickson (1995), who argues that for an individual to be 

psychologically healthy, they need to have a consistent or unified identity in all aspects of their 

lives. This means that whether their gender, race, or sexual identity is concerned, an individual 

needs to be comfortable with the multiple identities that make up who they are, even if society or 

others are not. Psychology studies have argued that a positive sexual identity is critical for how 

individuals view themselves and how they will engage with others in society (Konik & Stewart, 

2004). Psychology researchers Lapinski and McKirnan (2013) have taken this argument further 

and developed a Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual (LGB) identity development model that queer 

individuals can use in claiming a queer sexual identity. The LGB process involves ‘identity 

formation and conflict’, ‘acceptance’ and ‘identity integration’. This process is not linear, and the 

model considers contextual factors that influence how an individual moves through the stages. 
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The first stage, identity formation and conflict, involves the initial discovery of a non-

heterosexual identity by an individual, where in the beginning there is confusion, denial and 

exploration. Individuals are known to deny their sexual identity, and even if they are not in 

denial, there is a concealment of these initial attractions or sexual desires. The result of this in 

some instances is shame that they associate with themselves because of their sexual identity 

which only increases their reasons for hiding their attractions.  

When I asked my participants when they had initially recognized that they might have a non-

heterosexual identity, most of them replied that this occurred during their early childhood or 

adolescence, between the ages of 9 and 14 years. For most of them, the experiences that led to 

this recognition were either a crush on or an intimate moment with another individual of the 

same sex, such as a kiss or a hug. Karabo (22) mentioned one experience: 

I remember in primary school I was probably 10 or 11, my friends and I would have 

sleepovers over the weekend and sometimes the girls would like each other and kiss each 

other… I remember it happened with me and I remember just really liking it even though 

I felt what we were doing was wrong, something still felt good about it. 

Dineo (22) commented: 

I used to walk home with a girlfriend we became friends and grew very close and I think 

maybe like a year or two later I developed feelings for her and I told her and we would 

kiss as we walked home in the bushes so no one would see us kissing and people would 

start to talk. 

For both Dineo and Karabo, their initial experiences of same-sex attraction were both positive 
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and negative. In both cases they were recognizing their initial attractions to girls, but at the same 

time they highlight how they had to be secretive or feel bad about these attractions, which is a 

form of denial. I asked Karabo why she felt that what she was doing was wrong, and she replied: 

I come from a household where I only saw men and women in romantic relationships. I 

remember watching Generations15 and only seeing a man and a woman in kissing and 

being in love. So, when I had these feelings, I just thought that it was wrong as it was not 

something I saw in terms of love. 

The lack of visible LGBTQI+ individuals in society, or in Karabo’s case on television, highlights 

the ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ that is influential in how individuals shape how they view 

romantic relationships. Rich (2003) and other scholars have argued that heteronormativity 

influences all spheres of society. Regarding romantic relationships, historically heterosexuality 

has been disseminated through films, books and television. This dissemination has had a 

significant influence on how individuals, especially LGBTQI+ individuals, understand romantic 

relationships. For LGBTQI+ individuals the message is that their sexual desires and attractions 

conflict with heterosexuality which is the dominant sexuality communicated and advocated for in 

most societies, even in South Africa. For Karabo, when she was younger and having sleepovers 

and kissing girls, she was historically socialized to believe that this attraction was ‘not right’ and 

that something was wrong; hence she did it in a safe but private space with her friends, who also 

wanted to kiss her. For Dineo, kissing in the bushes was also a way in which she could hide a 

same-sex attraction, because she did not want people to talk about her actions. For LGBTQI+ 

individuals, hiding or being secretive about their attractions or identities is nothing new, but for 

 
15 Generations is a local South African soap opera that is broadcast on television by the national broadcaster, the 

South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC).  
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this research what I found interesting is that both Karabo and Dineo were two young women 

born in post-apartheid South Africa who still, in their early twenties, did not feel comfortable 

being visible about their same-sex attraction. This feeling occurred with other participants who 

were born after 1994, who also felt uncomfortable with being visible. This highlights how even 

though South Africa does have progressive laws on LGBTQI+, there are still numerous factors 

that make it difficult for individuals with these sexual identities to make their sexuality visible. 

One of the reasons for the reluctance to disclose is the high levels of violence that LGBTQI+ 

individuals experience in the country when expressing or performing their sexuality. This will be 

discussed further in Chapter 5, which considers the factors that influenced whether my 

participants disclosed their sexuality.  

 Confusion is part of the initial stages of sexual awareness, and this is caused by numerous 

factors. For my participants, one of the factors was religion. The negative views on 

homosexuality in religious spaces have made it difficult for individuals to explore a queer 

identity, especially in their youth (Lapinski & Mckirnan, 2013). There are limited representations 

of LGBTQI+ individuals who are religious and a significant amount of LGBTQI+ individuals 

have left these formal institutions globally (Beagan and Hattie, 2015). On the African continent 

some LGBTQI+ individuals have been able to stay within religious institutions while claiming 

their sexuality, in these challenging situations (Robertson, 2020) . Secondly within religious 

spaces even there are representations of LGBTQI+ individuals, they are not always celebrated 

but rather they are accepted in ways in which they cannot always express their sexuality within 

these spaces. This then means that they must navigate a tightrope as they fear rejection (Beagan 

& Hattie, 2015). All of this makes it difficult for LGBTQI+ individuals irrespective of their age 

to discover or claim their sexuality. One of my participants, Nabeelah (25), commented:  
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So, Islam does not advocate for anything that is not heterosexual if you are keeping it a 

hundred, it was difficult for me as a child to even discuss or explore my feelings towards 

other girls and that was really hard in trying to understand my sexuality in a Muslim 

household. 

When I said to her that there are queer Muslims who are advocating for non-heterosexuality in 

the community, she responded: 

For me growing up that was not my experience. I think that times are changing but I 

knew that for me when I was younger, I could not discuss my feelings towards girls to my 

family as I knew that they would disapprove. 

Another respondent, Amanda (24), said: 

I grew up in a Catholic household and I went to a Catholic school and in both spaces the 

idea of liking girls could not exist even though some of the girls I went to school with I 

was kissing and liking. 

The role of religion in shaping an individual’s identity is critical (Judge, 2019). In many 

societies, religion plays a critical role in shaping what people believe and their values, especially 

as these relate to their sexuality. Colonialism introduced a particular type of Christianity that 

believes non-heterosexuality is a sin and should be frowned upon (Ndzovu, 2019). Both 

Nabeelah and Amanda illustrate how religion influenced how they viewed their early sexual 

identity in their families, but also outside of the family, in the school context. This influence was 

not positive, and so it caused confusion and a need to hide their sexuality from their families for 

fear of disapproval, which in some ways influenced whether they have come out to their friends 
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and family.  

Significant to the disapproval found in religious circles is the influence of heteronormativity. The 

role of heteronormativity in shaping an individual’s sexual identity cannot be overestimated. As 

mentioned earlier, heteronormativity extends itself into religious, political and social spaces, and 

this influences the norms and behaviour of an individual. For some of my participants, the way in 

which it influenced their sexuality was that not only did they feel it was wrong, but they viewed 

it as not the norm, and not the ideal of what sexual desire or attraction could or should be. 

Samantha (58) commented: 

I grew up in a time when they were teaching heteronormativity without being explicit, so 

we were raised in that environment, and we were trained for marriage… In high school I 

had to meet our headmistress at her car and carry her bag as the Head Girl, as that was 

one of my duties. She used to touch me in these small physical ways. It was not 

harassment, and looking back it was sensual and I did feel something, but I just shut that 

out and did not think about it at all. It just was not a possibility, so I never thought 

anything of it. 

Samantha’s experience shows how heteronormativity groomed her as a young woman to think of 

being married to a man as her goal, and it caused her to not explore her same-sex feelings. 

Historically, heteronormativity not only groomed women to think of themselves as marital 

partners, but also regulated a woman’s sexuality by presenting heterosexual marriage as the only 

option for romantic partnership. This is important as one of the common outputs that is expected 

from heterosexual marriage is family. In most heterosexual marriages, women are expected to 

give birth to children. The ability to influence women on what type of romantic partnerships they 
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should have becomes important in society.  

Another respondent, Mpho (35), commented: 

I was constantly fighting against the machine of heteronormativity, like why must I wash 

dishes? Why must I be the wife waiting for the man if I want to have my own career? Do I 

even want to have kids? This translated in me questioning my ideas of what it means to 

be a girl, but as a Jehovah’s Witness you are trained to not even think outside of the 

definitions of what it means to be a girl and you are definitely not allowed to question 

any other romantic situations except for you being with a man. This is done through the 

religion, where you only hang around other people who are Jehovah’s Witnesses and you 

don’t do sports or have any type of social stuff except the church and those in the church. 

I just never thought of having a relationship or liking another girl.   

Again, the heteronormativity comes through in religion, as Mpho is socialized to think of herself 

in a particular way as a girl even though she questions it. For both Samantha and Mpho, the 

heteronormative socialization they experienced did not allow for them to even think about 

having any same-sex attraction, even if they had an experience of this; but for participants such 

as Dineo, Karabo and Nabeelah, heteronormativity was not as influential in their lives, so they 

still had an option to explore a different sexual identity even if they did it in a secretive manner.  

This highlights the different levels of influence that religion has had on my respondents and how 

it impacted how they viewed their sexuality and their gender. Secondly, this highlights the age 

difference between the two groups of participants, and how society has changed some of its 

norms and beliefs over time in ways that allow individuals to discover their sexuality. I believe 

the South African Constitution’s entrenchment of LGBTQI+ rights has offered individuals the 



97 

 

space to be able to explore a queer identity. In this instance this space is a similar to a belief or 

norm that LGBTQI+ individuals can be allowed to think about their same-sex desires, and they 

do not need to be in denial of these feelings as the law prohibits them. This space continues to be 

limited, because of the abovementioned factors that have resulted in individuals not disclosing 

their identity initially, even though they have the legal right to do so. This can be viewed in the 

case of Babalwa (24), who said: 

I have never ever viewed myself as heterosexual. Even as a young girl I knew that I liked 

boys and girls. I always enjoyed kissing boys and girls. I knew I could not tell my family 

because they are Christian, but that did not stop me and did not make me feel bad. I have 

just always known, and in high school I had a girlfriend.  

Babalwa was one of the few participants who recognized their bisexuality early on. For most 

queer individuals, the sexuality they discover is rarely a bisexual one. Reasons for this are the 

hetero/homo binary that exists, combined with the ‘bisexual erasure’ that occurs in regard to 

queer identities (Yoshino, 2000). I asked Babalwa if she was public with her girlfriend when she 

was younger, and she replied: 

No way! I come from a small town and a very religious family and so I couldn’t share 

that. I can only imagine what my family and friends and even people in the town would 

say.  

Again, the heteronormative religious influence continues, with queer individuals being socialized 

to believe that having a queer identity means that something is wrong with them, which makes 

them hide their actions and identity. This then creates internal conflict which influences how 

they shape their sexual identity. 



98 

 

Another participant, Kefilwe (26), also recognized that they had had a bisexual identity at a 

younger age. They commented: 

I just remember liking boys and girls from a young age. Both groups made me feel those 

initial feelings of liking someone and that was clearly there, and I felt that something was 

wrong with me. 

When I asked Kefilwe why they felt something was wrong with them, they commented: 

… I mean you are told as a child that you must like boys and so when you know that you 

like both boys and girls you kind of feel weird and maybe even crazy. It was a whole 

mental mess with me.  

For Kefilwe, the idea of being ‘crazy’ highlights how in earlier times bisexuality was viewed as a 

mental illness (Johnson, 2016). Currently, the idea of being ‘crazy’ is translated into questioning 

the legitimacy of a bisexual identity, which does occur, with bisexual individuals being called 

‘confused’ or ‘transitioning’. Bisexuals are ‘confused’ because they cannot pick a side 

(hetero/homo) and they are ‘transitioning’ into them becoming either gay or lesbian. These kinds 

of terms question the legitimacy of a bisexual identity and create stigma and biphobia around it, 

making it harder for individuals to disclose their identity as they fear being labelled in this 

derogatory manner.  

Some of my participants discovered their bisexuality later in their lives, when they started to 

recognize that they were attracted to women as well as men. Samantha commented: 

… I really decided to explore my bisexual identity when I met a woman while I was 

married. I was intoxicated by this woman, and I just knew I wanted to be with her. It 
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actually caused my divorce, but I knew I wanted to be with her.  

Another participant, Tshepiso (27), commented: 

Growing up I just assumed that I was straight, and it was not until somewhere in my 

undergrad I remember just questioning my sexuality and thinking that maybe I could be 

something other than straight. 

When I asked Tshepiso what made her question her sexuality, she replied:  

It first started with a dream I had about a girl in a romantic way, and then I – there was a 

queer girl, and she was openly bi. One day we were playing truth or dare, and she hit on 

me and long story short, we ended up kissing… I really liked it and there was just a 

strong attraction. 

Both Samantha and Tshepiso highlight how the development of an individual’s sexuality does 

not only occur in your early years but can also be shaped later in your life. This then introduces 

the idea of sexuality being fluid rather than static, constantly changing over time, and being 

influenced by various factors in an individual’s life. For both Samantha and Tshepiso, the 

discovery of their bisexuality later in life was influenced by external factors and by the time in 

which they were living. Samantha was born in the late eighties. She grew up in a time where 

South African women did not have as much sexual agency as compared to women who were 

born after 1994. For my participants born after 1994, it was evident that even though they still 

had challenges in claiming their sexuality publicly, there have been positive steps forward, as 

they were able to discuss what sexual pleasures or same-sex desires feels like, publicly. . This 

means Samantha did not see as women claiming their sexual agency while she was growing up 
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as compared to my other participants. For Tshepiso she subconsciously had these feelings for 

females and then when she was a bit older in her teenage years, she experienced that desire in 

real life and enjoyed it. This highlights how sexuality is not as simple as being hetero/homo, but 

rather is more nuanced, depending on the individual. Secondly it also shows how sexuality can 

shift and change over time and it is not static. External issues such as the politics of a country 

and its acceptance of queer identities allows for individuals to explore their sexuality which 

allows for it to no longer be something that LGBTQI+ individuals must hide but they can allow 

these desires to come to the fore and express themselves. One of the most significant scholars 

concerned with bisexuality, specifically bisexual women, as referred to in the literature review in 

Chapter 2, is Diamond (2008). In her book, Sexual Fluidity: Understanding Women’s Love and 

Desire, she makes the argument that women’s sexuality is fluid and can change over time, for 

various reasons. I believe that this argument is consistent with the experiences of most of my 

participants I interviewed, as I believe that multiple factors have influenced how they have 

discovered and claimed their bisexuality, as seen with Samantha and Tshepiso. Bisexuality 

allows for individuals to be able to be attracted to different individuals of different genders or 

non-genders over a lifetime, and not be restricted to the binaries within a hetero/homo box, thus 

allowing for a fluid understanding of sexual identities. This was a point made by Nabeelah (25), 

who commented: 

I just find that people want to understand my sexual identity in a binary way and put me 

in a box and I don’t like that… Who knows, I could end up with a man and then get a 

divorce and end up with a woman. I am open to exploring that part of me and not 

allowing for it to be limited. I don’t like the feeling of being limited. We should all be 

allowed to explore. 
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As the experiences and views of Samantha and Nabeelah show, bisexuality offers a space for 

individuals to explore their identity regardless of age, and of society’s expectations of how 

sexuality must be performed. Nabeelah does say that she is frustrated that people view her 

sexuality in a binary (hetero/homo) way, and she is seeking for people to see it in a fluid manner. 

A fluid identity also allows for other social factors (religion, heteronormativity) to be considered 

when trying to understand sexual identities. Ndzovu (2019) examines how Islam plays a role in 

causing individuals in coastal towns in Kenya to view being homosexual in a negative manner. 

At the same time, he shows that there are LGBTQI+ individuals who are Muslim and describes 

how a small community is being built even in challenging spaces. These individuals do not 

necessarily claim a particular identity in public, but their sexual practices, attractions and desires 

indicate that they are not heterosexual. The lack of disclosure and claiming a particular sexuality 

as understood from a Global North perspective, in this context allows for a fluid understanding 

of sexuality, and of how context becomes important in understanding sexualities. Research, and 

examples such as the one in Kenya, highlight the need for a Global South understanding of queer 

identities that moves beyond the fixation on names and categories, taking into consideration the 

contexts of individuals’ lives, and how this shapes how they will perform their sexualities. 

Bisexuality could be a way in which we approach sexuality outside of the categories and 

ultimately begin to use other names, if necessary, that are appropriate.  

4.3 Queer identity as ‘un-African’ and bisexuality stigma management  

For many of my black participants, one of the consistent responses I gathered when asking about 

their early recognition of their queer identity was how it was viewed as ‘un-African’. As 

referenced in the literature review in Chapter 2, this way of thinking makes the argument that 
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non-heterosexuality is a Western phenomenon and not originally from the African continent 

(Tamale, 2017). This then means that African individuals who publicly claim an LGBTQI+ 

identity are believed to still be under the influence of colonialism, and this must be opposed. This 

is in line with the idea that those who are homosexuals are perpetuating the agenda of the Global 

North in the Global South and this must be rejected in order for African countries to succeed 

economically and socially. For some of my participants, it showed up in the early stages of their 

identity development. This is evident in a comment made by Vuyo (24), who said: 

I just remember my family sitting for dinner and we were discussing something on the TV 

which had gay people and my mother saying that this [being gay] is such a white thing 

and not a black thing, and everyone laughed as if they were agreeing with her comment. 

When I asked her how that made her feel, she said:  

I just knew at that moment, even though I was young, that I could not tell my family. I just 

knew it. They just were never going to understand or even accept it. I felt sad and a bit 

rejected but I didn’t say anything.  

For Vuyo and her family, the influence goes even further than the idea of being ‘un-African’, to 

include the idea of race, as a social norm which exists in black spaces that LGBTQI+ identities 

are something that white individuals in a white community have and are not part of black 

communities and black individuals’ identities. Again, this speaks to the idea of homosexuality as 

something ‘un-African’, meaning that it is a white identity associated with Western people and 

not a black identity of those from Africa. During the rest of the interview, Vuyo informed me 

that she had still not disclosed her bisexuality to her family. Vuyo’s response illustrates the 

critical influence amongst black communities of the idea of LGBTQI+ identity being ‘foreign’, a 
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colonial import, and how this shapes the ways in which black LGBTQI+ individuals will 

negotiate how they explore their sexual identity with those close to them.  The result of this is a 

feeling of possible rejection and therefore Vuyo has not disclosed her sexuality to her family. 

This will be discussed in more detail in chapter 5 which looks at the reasons why some of my 

participants have informed those around them personally and professionally.  

Vuyo was not the only one to have had this experience. Sheila (29) commented: 

 I am not from South Africa, and I just remember my mom saying things like being gay is 

‘demonic’, the ‘influence of white schools that black kids are going to’ and ‘part of South 

Africa and not from Zambia’.  

When I probed what Sheila meant about her family being from Zambia and not South Africa, she 

commented: 

There are certain parts of Africa that are just not ging to accept LGBTQ people. Zambia 

is one of them, and people from there just view it [homosexuality] as a South African 

thing and not an African thing.  

Currently in Zambia homosexuality is deemed to be illegal (Schwikowski, 2022). This does not 

mean that LGBTQI+ individuals and organizations do not exist, but they face challenges in the 

country in relation to expressing their sexual identity in public. Another aspect that I found 

interesting in Sheila’s comment was how LGBTQI+ identities were assumed by her mother to 

exist in certain geographical spaces and not in others. For Sheila’s mom, being an LGBTQI+ 

individual seemed to be something that originated from South Africa and not from Zambia. One 

of the things that informs this attitude is the legal and political recognition that LGBTQI+ 
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individuals have in South Africa, which do not exist in Zambia. This then fuels the idea of 

homosexuality being ‘foreign’, not only to Zambia but to the continent as a whole, with South 

Africa seen as just an exception to the norm. This comment shows how geographical space 

shapes the ways in which LGBTQI+ individuals can express themselves publicly, and how 

certain spaces, in this case countries, can be incredibly limiting for these individuals. This will be 

discussed further in Chapter 6, which looks at how my participants engaged with different spaces 

in Johannesburg. 

The comment made by Sheila about ‘the influence of white schools’ again highlights how being 

an LGBTQI+ individual is seen as a ‘white’ identity, and something that is not intrinsic to black 

people or communities. Race comes into this discussion, as being homosexual is viewed as 

something foreign and not ‘black’, that can therefore be questioned in terms of its legitimacy on 

the continent. The comment also assumes a monolithic view of a black identity, and that all black 

individuals on the continent subscribe to the same views on different topics. As mentioned 

earlier, LGBTQI+ identities have incorrectly been viewed as ‘un-African’ and not part of black 

or African societies, yet this idea persists, and translates itself into the criminalization of 

homosexuality and violence and harassment towards LGBTQI+ individuals. It has a significant 

impact on how LGBTQI+ individuals can discover or express their sexuality at a young age. 

Some of the bisexual women I interviewed did mention that in their families LGBTQI+ identities 

were viewed as a ‘white thing’, and this made them apprehensive about disclosing their 

sexuality.  Ayanda (25) commented: 

I don’t know hey, I just don’t know if I would tell my family because they would just look 

at me confused and tell me that I have been around too many white people and my 

friends, and they just would not understand…it would just be too much.  
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From the comments above it is evident how race, heteronormativity, family, religion and space 

intersect with each other at different points in shaping how my participants were able to discuss, 

explore and express their sexuality as younger individuals in Johannesburg. These factors must 

be considered when looking at LGBTQI+ identities.  

The binary understanding of bisexuality has resulted in a ‘stigma management’ of it. A ‘stigma 

management’ refers to how, as bisexual individuals have disclosed their sexuality in certain 

instances, the negative stigma on bisexuality (i.e., that it is ‘not a legitimate sexual identity’, and 

‘promiscuous’) has meant they have had to carefully navigate how they respond and engage 

when they decide to disclose their sexuality. Some of my participants described how difficult it 

was, as they grew older, to disclose their sexuality, as those who were close to them did not 

understand what bisexuality was. This is illustrated in Karabo’s (22) comment: 

In high school I remember telling my queer friends that I liked both boys and girls. I just 

remember one of my friends saying to me ‘you can’t like both friend you have to choose’. 

It just created this like secrecy, and in some ways began my own internalised phobia on 

bisexuality.  

Another participant, Lindiwe (21), commented:  

I have found discussing my sexuality with my straight friends to be very difficult. I find 

that I walk on eggshells because some of them have questioned my sexuality. They were 

like, ‘oh she’s doing it for clout’… I am not comfortable enough to share stuff with them 

when I am with a woman. 

Another participant, Robyn (28), made a similar comment to Lindiwe’s, when she said: 



106 

 

I remember in high school in Cape Town two students who were ‘out’, and they were 

given such a hard time, and I just did not tell anyone about my bisexuality. It was only 

later in high school when I told a friend I was bisexual, and they were like ‘oh, it’s just a 

trend’. It was like ‘you don’t want to be this at all’. 

For both Lindiwe and Karabo, it is evident that they have had to cope with the negative stigma 

that has come from disclosing their sexuality For Karabo, what is important to note is that she 

engaged in stigma management with other queer individuals by deciding not to tell others about 

her sexual identity, as she did not want to deal with the negative comments she expected to 

receive, and this has resulted in her developing a biphobia. The legitimacy of bisexuality has 

always been a source of tension amongst other queer individuals. This is influenced by the 

limited understanding of sexual identities as simply hetero/homo, and by an intentional erasure 

of bisexuality (Yoshino, 2000). The example of Lindiwe highlights how others view a bisexual 

identity as one in which bisexuals are trying to get attention. This is in line with the idea of this 

form of sexuality as just a ‘phase’, and not a legitimate identity (Flanders & Hatfield, 2014). This 

is supported by Robyn’s comment, which indicates that the idea of being lesbian or even 

bisexual is viewed as a trend, and something that nobody should want to be. This again 

contributes to the legitimacy of bisexuality being questioned. Lindiwe was not comfortable to 

disclose her identity to her heterosexual friends, because of this response. Both Lindiwe and 

Karabo have had to manage the stigma of claiming a bisexual identity by not disclosing to those 

around them. Both their comments illustrate how biphobia comes from heterosexual and 

homosexual individuals, and how bisexual individuals must navigate that discrimination. This in 

turn creates feelings of rejection and despair that my participants face, and they navigate that by 

managing who it is they choose to disclose to.  



107 

 

4.4 Tension between bisexual and lesbian women  

Many of the bisexual individuals I interviewed have had to manage the stigma that they face 

when disclosing their identity. This management has occurred in multiple spaces, but as seen in 

the comment from Karabo in the previous section, it is interesting to note that the stigma has 

sometimes come from LGBTQI+ spaces and individuals. In my research, one of the themes that 

came up was the tension that exists between bisexual individuals and other LGBTQI+ 

individuals, specifically between bisexual women and lesbian women. This tension is not new, 

and has been researched by, for example, Weiss (2011), who argues that it is fuelled by some 

lesbian women (those who define their sexuality in political terms) arguing that, by continuing to 

date men, bisexual women are still participating in the ‘patriarchy’. This is informed by the idea, 

as previously discussed in the literature review, that in order to gain equality for women, women 

must not engage in relationships with men that will always put them at an unfair advantage both 

in the public and private space, specifically romantic relationships. It must be noted that tensions 

have also occurred between bisexual men and other queer groups, but this research focuses 

specifically on bisexual women. Bisexual individuals have experienced multiple forms of 

discrimination from other queer individuals. This is influenced by the binary understanding of 

sexual identities, the result of which is the invisibility of bisexuality. Dineo (22) highlighted this 

when she commented on the experience she had had with other lesbian women when disclosing 

her sexuality: 

I have found it very difficult to tell my lesbian friends that I am bisexual. I usually get 

negative comments about how I am not serious but also how I am not really queer.  
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Another participant, Nomvula (21), commented: 

I have found one of the most difficult [groups of] people to tell about my bisexual identity 

is lesbian women. I have found that some of these women just do not want to believe that 

I am bisexual or that I am just playing around being bisexual and rather I am just 

curious.  

One of the most shocking comments came from Kopano (27), who said: 

… and she said to me that some people will just wear this identity to enjoy themselves 

and enjoy their curiosity on other women and go back to their lives. 

Lastly, Lauren (45) commented: 

I went to a queer event in Braam [Braamfontein, an area of the Johannesburg CBD] and 

when I told the women that I am bisexual another woman replied to me and said ‘you 

are still dating men. Why?’ I was so shocked to get that answer from another queer 

women.  

Kopano used the word ‘enjoy’ when she quoted responses from lesbian women about her sexual 

identity. The use of this word indicates that the lesbian women thought when Kopano was done 

‘enjoying’ her bisexual identity she could just go back to a heterosexual identity. This way of 

thinking reinforces the idea of a bisexual identity being a ‘phase’, and once bisexual women are 

done with that ‘phase’ as it is no longer fun for them, they will return to what benefits them. In 

this comment it is assumed that being with a man will be better off for bisexual women and that 

is ultimately what they want. There is failure by the lesbian women that Kopano surrounds 

herself with to recognise her sexuality as legitimate and not just something she is doing for fun.  
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Both Nomvula’s and Dineo’s comments indicate again how the legitimacy of a bisexual identity 

is questioned, but here specifically by their lesbian friends. Both Kopano’s and Lauren’s 

comments are like the ones that I have heard from other bisexual women. During the research, I 

had multiple conversations with lesbian women about their views on bisexual individuals, 

specifically bisexual women. I was not able to have proper interviews with the lesbian women, 

but I was able to identify similar views held by these women. Some of them have negative views 

about bisexual women who still engage in romantic relationships with men. A significant 

comment that shocked me was made by one woman (Anonymous A), who said: 

Whenever I hang out with or date a bisexual woman I always say, ‘why are you still 

sleeping with men?’ I just don’t trust these women.  

Another woman (Anonymous B) commented: 

I just don’t know if I can take you seriously as a feminist if you are a bisexual woman. 

Why are you allowing patriarchy to come into your private space such as your romantic 

relationship?  

Anonymous A refers to ‘trust’ as part of her negative feelings towards bisexual women, 

indicating that she does not trust these women because of their sexual identity. Trust, and the 

lack thereof, are used by others when describing their feelings towards bisexual individuals 

(Alarie & Gaudet, 2013). As seen from her statement above, Anonymous A simply does not trust 

bisexual women because of their identity, irrespective of their character. This feeling is prevalent 

within LGBTQI+ spaces, as other LGBTQI+ individuals have expressed their distrust of bisexual 

individuals because they associate this identity with promiscuity (Alarie & Gaudet, 2013). 

Anonymous B’s comment is similar to the response that Kopano received from a lesbian woman. 
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Both statements stem from a radical feminist perspective that views engagement with a man in a 

heterosexual romantic relationship as a betrayal of the commitment to the dismantling of the 

patriarchy. This idea has always had relevance in queer feminist spaces and was introduced into 

popular discussion by radical feminists such as Wittig (1980). In her numerous essays she not 

only questions what it means to be a woman in society, but also argues for the ‘political 

lesbianism’ of women to challenge the patriarchy. This means that even though women may be 

attracted to men, they must make a political decision to only have same-sex relationships. In 

South Africa, this idea has not gained momentum, as other factors such as race and class need to 

be taken into consideration when challenging the patriarchy (Matebeni, 2011), which makes it 

difficult to commit to political lesbianism. This can be applied to other parts of the continent and 

the globe where these factors exist which makes it challenging. Organizing in South Africa has 

mainly occurred around the factors that affect individuals more at an economic and social level. 

At the same time, women have organized against the high levels of gender-based violence 

(GBV) that affect both queer and straight women, which is a form of challenge to the patriarchy. 

Political lesbianism has remained an issue mainly in informal spaces and expresses itself in 

private conversations. This can be seen from the responses that Lauren and Kopano received 

when disclosing their bisexual identity to lesbian women. I got the sense that there was 

apprehension and nervousness about being truly accepted in feminist spaces if you are going to 

still be in a romantic relationship with a man. These sentiments were echoed by other 

participants, as many of them did say that they had experienced this negative feedback from 

lesbians when disclosing their sexuality, making it difficult for them to disclose.  

Anonymous B argued that bisexual women cannot be feminist, as they still engage in romantic 

relationships with men. On the African continent, one cannot separate the struggle for gender 
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equality from the struggle for racial equality (Sika & Okech, 2019). The fight against racial 

injustice stemming from colonialism has been influential and has informed the fight for gender 

equality. Women with different sexualities have been influential in fighting for gender equality 

and therefore they cannot be excluded as not being feminists because they continue to have 

relationships with men. Rather, the inclusion of sexual and political rights for queer individuals 

needs to be included in the discussion of racial and gender freedom, instead of being subject to 

criteria relating to who qualifies as a feminist, as this does not acknowledge the intersectional 

nature of the multiple oppressions, we all experience as women.  

Another perspective that I got from both the lesbian women I spoke to, and from some of my 

participants, was that lesbian women are apprehensive about being in relationships with bisexual 

women. This was informed by the immense amount of betrayal lesbian women experienced 

through bisexual women cheating on them, especially with men. One of my participants, Brooke 

(35), commented:  

In my previous relationship with a woman, I always found it difficult to be with her 

because she would constantly doubt my love and commitment to our relationship… There 

was always this constant doubting of me and whether I could be with a woman and not 

desire to be with a man. 

Another participant, Amanda (24), commented: 

I understand why lesbian women do not want to date bisexual women. We have to be 

honest, some of us have been disloyal towards these women especially with men. Some of 

us say we are bisexual, but I think we are bi-curious, and we hurt other people.  
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Both of these views were also reinforced by lesbian women, and this way of thinking feeds into 

the idea of bisexuals being non-monogamous or curious in relation to their sexuality (Barker & 

Langdridge, 2008). For Brooke, there is a constant doubting of her commitment to her romantic 

relationship when she is involved with certain women across racial lines, because she is bisexual. 

Amanda’s admission of some bisexual women’s infidelity has made me reflect on the fact that 

some bisexual women, especially those who are more curious and want to explore their sexual 

desires and attractions than bisexual, have engaged in harmful acts towards lesbian women, 

which has resulted in the apprehension referred to above. There have been bisexual women who 

have not been honest in their engagements with lesbian women, and this has contributed to 

lesbian women having negative feelings about bisexuality. It is important to note, though, based 

on my participants’ comments quoted above and the views of lesbian women, that while there 

has been a sense of betrayal, it can be argued that this sense of betrayal should not be attributed 

to a sexual identity but rather to the individuals involved. This is critical and needs to be the 

starting point when looking at the betrayal rather than the sexual identity of the individual. The 

constant questioning of the legitimacy of bisexuality allows for individuals to ascribe their 

apprehension about their relationships to the bisexuality of the individuals concerned instead of 

the individual, and view them in a negative manner, which results in the stigmatization of 

bisexuality. 

One of the common themes that both my participants and the lesbian women I spoke with 

brought up was the idea that bisexual women get to ‘pass’ because of their sexuality. One of the 

better definitions that I found of ‘passing’ is that presented by Lingel (2009, p. 382), who says 

that it is ‘a practice to be able to assume (either actively or passively) membership within 

multiple communities.’ This idea is not only found in spaces where sexual identities are being 
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discussed, but also occurs in racial contexts, where ‘people of colour’ have been able to pass as 

‘white’ in certain communities (Ghabrial, 2019). This is assumed to be true for bisexual 

individuals when they are in what appears to be a heterosexual romantic relationship with a 

cisgendered or opposite-sex individual. It is evident in the earlier comment made by Kopano, 

where the idea is that a bisexual has embarked on an adventure of curiosity, and when that 

adventure is over or becomes uncomfortable, they can slip back into heterosexual relationships 

and not face the constant difficulties of being lesbian. This comment is similar to the critique that 

bisexuals have faced from other queer individuals, namely that bisexual individuals can ‘choose’ 

when they want to be queer or not, and because of that they do not necessarily face the same 

challenges as other queer individuals, such as physical violence. One of my participants, 

Tshepiso (27), said: 

Even though I am still new in my bisexuality I am fully aware of lesbians not wanting to 

date me because I disclose that I am attracted to men still and they always question me if 

I am really queer. I get it but I don’t get it, so I just try to listen and understand where 

they are coming from, especially when it comes to violence and harassment experienced 

by lesbian women. 

On the other hand, Mpho (35) said: 

Lesbians have been so violent towards me. One said to me that some people will just 

wear this identity to enjoy themselves, enjoy their curiosity and use us an adventure and 

then go back to their heterosexual lives. This for me makes me reluctant to tell some 

people that I am bisexual. 

It must be noted that in certain contexts ‘passing’ is an act used to prevent harm (McLean, 2007). 
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This is true for queer individuals in contexts where identifying as queer is frowned upon, or 

deemed illegal, and therefore they must deploy the act of ‘passing’ in order to avoid facing 

violence. Bisexuals have experienced negative responses from both the heterosexual and 

homosexual communities, and therefore some have been reluctant to disclose their sexual 

identity (Barker & Langdridge, 2008). In Tshepiso’s comment the idea of ‘questioning’ her 

comes up because she is still attracted to men. This relates to the idea of a bisexual identity not 

being legitimate, since individuals can ‘pass’ because they can ‘opt out’ of being queer when it 

comes to difficult moments. What is interesting to note is that Tshepiso decides not to push back 

against the lesbian women who question her, but rather chooses to listen and understand their 

perspective. Bisexual individuals do not always challenge the hetero/homo binary, because 

certain contexts may not be beneficial to them in regard to being part of particular communities. 

Tshepiso is still in the early stages of discovering her bisexuality, so she is careful not to push 

back against negative responses to her identity. This is a form of trying to prevent harm from the 

lesbian women and their questioning of her sexuality.  

For Mpho, her emotionally violent experience has resulted in her being apprehensive about 

disclosing her fluid sexual identity to lesbian women. The idea of curiosity comes up with her as 

well, because the lesbian women in her life seem to think that her bisexuality is just ‘an 

adventure’ that she will turn away from and return to a heterosexual identity. Again, this comes 

back to the questioning of bisexuality. One of the unique things about bisexuality is that there are 

no identifiable features of a bisexual individual (i.e., dress code, language, community, etc.) 

(Maliepaard, 2017). When I asked my participants if they look for any identifiable features when 

trying to identify a bisexual all, of them said no. This lack of specificity means that bisexual 

individuals do not sit in a fixed space of sexual identity markers and experiences, and this can be 
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frustrating for other individuals, as evidenced in the response that Mpho receives. This 

frustration and ultimately discomfort result in the negative comments that bisexuals experience. 

4.5 Disclosure to partners and others 

The disclosure of an LGBTQI+ identity has always been challenging for individuals. The 

negative perceptions about bisexuality and the questioning of it as a legitimate sexuality, have 

made it difficult for bisexual individuals to disclose to others around them, especially their 

romantic partners (Chan et al., 2020). It is evident from the sections above that for some of my 

participants, this reluctance is informed by their earlier experiences when discussions on 

LGBTQI+ identities or same-sex intimate events in their lives occurred. A specific question I 

asked my participants was: ‘How important is it to you to disclose your bisexuality to a partner?’ 

Diverse responses were given, but one of the main reasons why participants were reluctant to 

disclose to their sexual partners was the difficulty they had in trying to explain or define 

bisexuality. This was exemplified in the response of Ayanda (25) to the question:  

I find it difficult to disclose to partners because I have to describe what a bisexual 

identity is and that is always confusing for people, and so I don’t tell them unless I really 

feel comfortable to tell them. I just say I am queer and move forward.  

Nabeelah (25) commented: 

… I just always struggle to tell partners that I am bisexual, because then there will be a 

whole host of questions on what that means, and I just don’t have time for the biphobia 

when I try to explain it.  

As mentioned earlier one of the difficulties in disclosing bisexuality is that there is no specific 
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definition of what it is. This is because of the fluid nature of the sexuality. When I asked my 

participants how they would define bisexuality, they expressed multiple understandings of it. 

Some of them defined it in a binary manner, like Lerato (21), who said: 

 For me I think bisexuality is an attraction to both males and females.  

Other participants had a much more nuanced understanding of bisexuality that did not fit into a 

binary definition of sexuality, as Robyn (28) said: 

  It means I am attracted to both men and women and those who are gender-non-

conforming. 

Lastly, Pumla (26) said: 

 I’m attracted to who I am attracted and who they are is most important. 

All the above definitions have made it very difficult to have a fixed definition of a bisexual 

identity. Breetveld (2021) argues that the benefits of having a fluid understanding of a bisexual 

identity are that a fixed definition of this sexuality creates boundaries around what is and is not a 

bisexual identity. This boundary does not allow for the fluidity of bisexuality that seeks to move 

away from the binary and the boundaries. Breetveld argues that in the fixation with finding a 

definition of bisexuality, we reinforce the boundaries and the binaries of how we understand 

sexualities. The comments of my participants quoted above illustrate how there continue to be no 

boundaries when defining bisexuality, and this allows for it to be a fluid identity. At the same 

time, this fluidity makes it very difficult for bisexual individuals to be able to define what 

bisexuality is, and this makes it difficult for them to disclose their sexuality, as seen in 

Nabeelah’s and Ayanda’s comments. For Ayanda she makes the decision to use the word ‘queer’ 
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which immediately will inform the other individual that she is non-heterosexual. This can be 

seen as a form of stigma management as she does not want to deal with the confusion that will 

come when she says she is bisexual. This is similar to Nabeelah manages the stigma by making 

the decision not to disclose at all as she does not want to experience the biphobia that could 

possibly occur.  

Some of my participants did disclose their sexuality to their partners, and they received different 

responses from men and women. When disclosing to men, they had mixed responses. Zinzi (29) 

commented: 

I am always nervous to tell partners I am bisexual because I am so tired of the negative 

response. When I tell men I can see that they begin to oversexualize me, and they think 

we can have other women in our relationship.  

When I asked Zinzi how that makes her feel, she responded: 

It makes me uncomfortable and also it makes me think that you think I am not 

monogamous as a bisexual person. 

Another participant, Amanda, felt the same way when disclosing to men. She commented: 

I think because I’m a monogamous person and so when I have told men they seem to 

think that we can have a threesome with another girl now.  

When disclosing to women there were different responses.  

Dineo (22) said: 

I disclosed to an ex-girlfriend, and she said to me that she wouldn’t do certain sex acts on 
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me anymore because she’s like she doesn’t want to be where a man has been, and she 

started saying I’m going to cheat on her… I try to date other woman who are bisexual.  

Lisa (34) said: 

I have found women to be more open to me being bisexual… I first assess if it is a safe 

space, then I will tell a partner if I am bisexual even if I am with a man.  

Jennifer (33) made an interesting comment on disclosure when she said: 

I think it’s more important that I disclose to them that they are not the only person that I 

am sleeping with.  

When I probed and asked why this was the case, she responded: 

I don’t disclose to people that I am bisexual because in our discussions of ‘who was your 

last relationship’ I will let them know that I am bisexual and that I have been with both 

men and women. For me I think it is more important to disclose that I am sleeping with X, 

Y or Z person and that they are okay with that.  

The comments by Zinzi and Amanda are in line with the negative responses that bisexual 

individuals have experienced when disclosing their sexual identity. For women, the focus on 

who they are in romantic relationships with speaks to the continuous regulation of women’s 

sexuality in a heteronormative society, even when they themselves are not heterosexual. The 

responses of men that Zinzi and Amanda mention indicate how men still have an influence on 

how women construct their sexual identity. This construction is usually centred around the 

desires of men and women’s desires are not included. Amanda did not even mention a threesome 
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when she discloses to a man, but there is this assumption that she will have a sexual desire for a 

threesome just like the man she told. This speaks to the underlying assumption that bisexual 

individuals are not monogamous and are open to different types of relationships. These were 

similar to the responses they have received from lesbian women.  

Dineo’s comment echoes what other participants mentioned in regard to their disclosure to 

women, that is, a negative response to a bisexual identity. Dineo’s comment that a previous 

partner indicated to her that she did not want to be in the same intimate spaces where a man had 

been is an important one. I asked Dineo if this woman was a lesbian, and she said yes. The result 

of this was the distrust of Dineo as a monogamous partner, and this again feeds into the idea of 

bisexual women being promiscuous, especially with other men. A way in which Dineo has 

managed the stigma against her as a bisexual woman is that she has decided as much as possible 

to date other bisexual women. This will make it easier for her when she does disclose her 

sexuality as her partner will understand. 

 Lisa, on the other hand, has received a positive response when she discloses to women, but she 

was quick to say that this must happen in a safe space. The term ‘safe space’ originated in the US 

in the mid-1960’s by and for LGBTQI+ individuals as a space where they could find resistance 

and community from the political and social repression they experienced (Kenny, 2001). This 

term has expanded and is used by marginalised groups as a way to describe their space and how 

they are critical to how they express and perform their multiple identities. LGBTQI+ individuals 

are always seeking safe spaces, as they fear the homophobia, transphobia and possible violence 

that could come from disclosing their sexual identity. Lisa ensures that she is in a safe space with 

her romantic partner, regardless of their gender, and only then will she disclose, as she fears the 

homophobia she could possibly experience. 
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For Jennifer, disclosure of her sexual identity is less important than admitting to being 

polyamorous. A bisexual identity has been linked to polyamory, but in a negative manner, in 

research conducted by Klesse (2011) in London, and Baumgartner (2021) in the rest of Europe. 

If a bisexual individual engages in polyamory, it is assumed that their sexual identity reinforces 

this type of relationship, and they are viewed as a person not to be trusted and who cannot be in a 

monogamous relationship. Even though this research was conducted in Europe, there are some 

similarities between the results reported by the abovementioned authors and my research. By 

disclosing her sexual behaviour instead of her sexuality, Jennifer moves towards the idea of 

disclosure of a sexual identity as less important than behaviour. This way of thinking resonates 

with my other participants, who did not feel the need to disclose their sexual identity to romantic 

partners or others. This I believe allows for sexuality to not be this fixed identity but rather 

shifting and changing as a person evolves and allows all their sexual attractions to be explored. 

Bisexuality offers the possibility to move away from the fixation of sexual identities and allows 

for people to be attracted to whomever over the course of their lifetime.  

All the above responses indicate the complicated challenge that bisexual individuals face in 

disclosing their sexuality to their partners, but also how they have found various ways to 

navigate this challenge.  

4.6 Conclusion  

The discovery of a queer identity by individuals is not confined to a specific age range. As seen 

in this chapter, my participants discovered their bisexuality at different points in their lives. I 

believe this indicates how sexuality does not have a clear fixed timeline, and that discovery for 

an individual occurs differently depending on their context. For my participants, the contexts 
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were different, but factors such as religion, culture, race, heteronormativity and patriarchal ideas 

continue to influence how they navigate that discovery. For bisexual individuals, the added layer 

of a negative perception of bisexuality in both heterosexual and homosexual spaces creates a 

challenging context for them to navigate, especially when it comes to disclosure, as bisexuality 

argues for a fluid understanding of sexualities and a shift away from fixed binaries and sexual 

identities.  
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Chapter Five: ‘Coming Out’ and Multiple Understandings of Bisexuality by 

Participants 

5.1  Introduction  

This chapter looks at how participants in my research understood and felt about the idea of 

‘coming out’. I asked participants how they define coming out, what it means to them as bisexual 

women and whether they attach any importance and relevance to this act, which has historically 

been significant to LGBTQI+ individuals. In the chapter I report on their responses to these 

questions and argue that these responses show that there are different perspectives on the act of 

coming out. Some participants believe it remains essential, while others argue that it is not, as it 

represents an act of conforming to heteronormative behaviour. I argue that coming out remains a 

centre of ambivalent feelings. Some bisexual individuals do not believe in the act, as they fear 

rejection by friends and family, and the possible threat of violence in certain spaces as non-

heterosexuality is still viewed as ‘un-African’, particularly in black communities (Epprecht, 

2004). At the same time, other bisexual participants view it as an important act for them to 

legitimize their bisexuality and other non-conforming sexualities.  

I show in this chapter how the resistance to coming out is particularly evident amongst younger 

bisexual women I interviewed, who disagree with the act as the fluidity of their identities no 

longer requires the same sort of disclosure. Instead, I show how they argue for a different type 

and different degree of disclosure that does not subscribe to the heterosexual binary 

understanding of sexuality. As a result, the idea of sexuality being fluid comes to the fore, 

together with recognition of how coming out falls into the binary heterosexual understanding of 

sexuality that makes bisexual and queer identities invisible. Lastly, I look at an act of disclosure 
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called ‘inviting in’, which is a transnational queer ideology that allows individuals to claim their 

sexuality taking into consideration the contexts in which they are living, which is important for 

LGBTQI+ individuals in South Africa.  

5.2 The importance of coming out.  

Before I discuss how bisexual women who were participants in this research understand coming 

out, it is important to define what this act encompasses and means. Coming out has been viewed 

as a critical act in a non-heterosexual individual’s identity development, as it signifies 

individuals claiming their non-heterosexuality in their public and private lives by no longer 

staying in the closet of hiding their sexuality, but rather being open about it in public and private 

spaces (Craig & McInroy, 2014). Historically, in Global North countries, it has been a political 

act as part of the process of gaining legal recognition and equality, and it has been a social act in 

the sense of an individual choosing to live authentically in their sexual lives (Brownfield et al., 

2018). This act has been important in some formerly colonized countries such as South Africa, 

where LGBTQI+ individuals of different races, classes and ages have used the act of coming out, 

combined with activism, to gain political recognition and legal rights for themselves (Gevisser, 

1994).  

One of the critical contributions to the theorization of coming out in the 20th century came from 

Sedgwick’s work on queer identities and her book, Epistemology of the Closet (1990). For 

Sedgwick, ‘the closet’ represents an ‘open secret’, in that queer individuals are ‘open’ in certain 

public spaces about their sexuality and closeted about it in other spaces for fear of rejection and 

potential violence (Sedgwick, 1990, p. 35). The door of the closet is not entirely closed but can 

be open depending on how safe and comfortable LGBTQI+ individuals are. One of the reasons 
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why some non-heterosexual individuals have chosen to stay in the closet is the limited binary 

understanding of non-heterosexual identities (Sedgwick, 1990). Historically, when an individual 

chooses to come out, the only options available for claiming their sexual identity have been gay 

or lesbian sexuality. This limitation stems from a binary understanding of sexual identities which 

has resulted in queer individuals’ apprehensiveness about the idea of coming out.   

The limitation is particularly important for bisexual individuals, for whom coming out of the 

closet is challenging because the only option they can select other than heterosexuality is 

homosexuality, and that is limited to either lesbian or gay sexuality. Neither of these options 

applies to bisexual individuals, and this contributes to them not wanting to come out. In her 

book, Sedgwick argues for queer theory to be used in the analysis of non-heterosexual identities, 

as it moves away from the hetero/homo binary of sexual identities and argues for a more fluid 

understanding of sexuality. This ultimately will allow for more non-heterosexual identities to be 

able to come out of the closet and claim their sexuality, without feeling limited by binary 

understandings of sexuality.  

‘The closet’ also represents the idea of limited space and movement. For non-heterosexual 

individuals, the closet limits where and how they can perform and claim their sexuality in public 

and private spaces, as they have not come out (Brown, 2002a). Historically, the spaces in which 

queer individuals have been open about their sexuality have been gay and lesbian bars, clubs and 

organizations, as there is a common identity which does not have to be hidden, but rather 

celebrated. The closet affects their physical movement in spaces in which they have not come 

out, as they must be conscious about how they perform their sexuality, whether through language 

or physical acts (e.g., being physically romantic with a partner) as this may reveal their sexuality. 

The closet is also subject to geography, as individuals are highly influenced as to whether they 
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will come out depending on the social acceptance and political recognition of LGBTQI+ 

individuals in the spaces they occupy (Brown, 2002a). Queer individuals have been reluctant to 

come out of the closet, as they could face stigma, various forms of homophobia, criminal charges 

and physical violence, which has occurred in the South African context (Matebeni, 2013).  

This is important for bisexual identity, which, as mentioned earlier, does not fit into the fixed and 

limited binary understandings of sexual identities; therefore, the act of coming out can be viewed 

by bisexuals as not representing how they identify. For bisexual women in South Africa, the act 

does not take into consideration how race, class and space influence whether they will come out 

or not. The closet therefore is a critical site of power, as it affects movement, performance and 

ultimately the understanding and lived experiences of non-heterosexual identities. 

5.2.1 Authenticity and agency  

For bisexual individuals, coming out then represents an opportunity but also a challenge. The 

opportunity occurs when a bisexual individual can claim their non-heterosexuality in public and 

private spaces, but the challenge exists because of the limited framing of coming out and the 

outside factors that can affect whether or not they decide to come out.  

An example of an opportunity is evident in the comment of one of my participants, Samantha 

(58), that for her, coming out is about: 

acknowledgement and authenticity about my bisexuality. I think to a very large extent, 

it’s about authenticity, pride and casting off shame and owning my agency. I love who I 

love, and I will not apologize for that especially as a woman.  

One of the main reasons why some of my participants believed that coming out was still an 
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important act was that it allowed them to be able to acknowledge and authenticate their sexuality. 

Authenticity is critical to the self-development of an individual, as it allows for them to identify 

internally and be able to relate that self-identification to the broader society and gain 

acknowledgement of it (Erickson, 1995). Harbin (2011) introduces the idea of ‘sexual 

authenticity’, which is the way in which individuals claim their sexuality by identifying with a 

particular sexuality and being a testimony of that identification to themselves and others. Coming 

out is a path in which queer individuals claim their sexual authenticity, but also claim their self-

authenticity by acknowledging and living their sexuality politically and personally. The idea of 

authenticity has been challenged by some scholars, as it essentialises sexuality and makes it a 

fixed social category (Eves, 2004). Queer scholars such as Dutta (2013) in India and Matebeni 

(2011, 2013) on the African continent have shown how geographical, political and social 

contexts influence sexualities and how they are not fixed, which allows for people to be able to 

make sense of and articulate their attractions, behaviours and desires in a manner which is not 

fixed but is allowed to change over time. When an individual chooses to come out, it is assumed 

that they will continue to claim this sexuality over the course of their life. Coming out in the 

current hetero/homo context does not allow for an individual to be able to claim a different 

sexuality over time which is limited and not inclusive.  

In looking at homosexuality in the Global South, the act of coming out has been questioned as a 

Global North idea and not indigenous to the continent and to other parts of the Global South. Wa 

Tushabe (2017) has looked at same-sex experiences of indigenous women of Uganda, and has 

argued that the act of coming out is not indigenous to the women in southwestern Uganda and 

that they have used indigenous language and performances in order to gain acknowledgement of 

their sexuality in their communities (Wa Tushabe, 2017).  In a study conducted in Indonesia by 
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Boellstorff (2003), looks at how Indonesians living in the province of South Sulawesi come to 

understand their non-heterosexuality by still using indigenous language (waria for lesbians and 

gays) and culture. In both examples, queer individuals gain self-acknowledgement and claim 

their sexual identities without using the act of coming out. These examples also highlight how 

coming out is not indigenous to Global South countries, and how this Western act does not take 

into consideration how sexual identities have been acknowledged historically in indigenous 

communities.  

Coming out is still important to Samantha, as her quote shows how she uses this act as a way of 

first being authentic to herself by claiming her sexuality internally, and then owning her 

sexuality publicly, using the act of coming out to gain acknowledgement outside of herself and 

no longer stay in the closet, where only a few are aware of her sexuality. Coming out is also 

important in this example as Samantha no longer feels shame about her sexuality, but rather is 

proud of it. As mentioned earlier, the closet can in certain contexts be limiting and, in some 

cases, a space of negative emotions in which LGBTQI+ individuals cannot claim their sexuality 

in spaces that are important to them. This is evident with bisexual individuals who have 

experienced negative responses from others when they disclose their sexuality (Scherrer et al., 

2015). For Samantha, the act of coming out allows her to move outside of the limited closet and 

no longer feel a sense of shame in choosing to identify as a bisexual woman. This highlights how 

coming out is a tool not only for owning your sexuality, but also for individuals to achieve self-

development through sexual authenticity and agency. 

The impact of the closet on women’s bodies must be considered when discussing coming out. 

Women’s bodies in relation to their sexuality continue to be a site regulated by a 

heteronormative understanding that argues for women to not have agency over whom they are in 
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romantic partnerships with, which usually means a man is the preferable partner (Butler, 2006). 

For women, coming out allows them to exercise their agency through their sexuality, as it allows 

them to resist having their bodies regulated into heterosexual frameworks and identify with ideas 

and desires that they deem fit. For bisexual women this is important, as having the agency to 

identify as they want allows them to claim a more fluid sexuality and no longer be limited by the 

hetero/homo binary. This is evident in Samantha’s comment quoted above that coming out 

allows her to choose whom she loves and make no apologies for it. Coming out becomes a 

powerful tool for certain women in specific contexts, such as Samantha, who is a white woman 

living in suburban Johannesburg, as her choice to use her agency in coming out is not faced with 

a threat of violence that some black women have experienced and which has therefore made 

them reluctant to perform the act. This way of thinking is in line with the views of Reddy (2005), 

who emphasizes the importance of context when discussing disclosure. For black queer activists 

living under apartheid, their coming out was a way to challenge the national system of racial 

injustice rather than queer injustice. National liberation and queer liberation were related to each 

other, because black queer activists faced the threat of imprisonment or violence, making it 

difficult for them to come out in the same way as white queer activists (Reddy, 2005). Coming 

out is still difficult for black queer individuals; this will be discussed later in this chapter.  

5.2.2 Coming out as political resistance.  

As mentioned earlier, coming out has been used historically as a tool to challenge homophobic 

beliefs and to challenge the idea of non-heterosexuality as being ‘un-African’ (Epprecht, 2013). 

Since gaining independence in the early 1950s, African countries have always questioned non-

heterosexuality’s indigeneity on the continent, even though this belief has been challenged and 

shown to be incorrect (Epprecht, 2004; Thompson, 1990). Christianity is still influential on the 
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African continent, as discussed in the literature review in Chapter 2, and with it the belief that 

homosexuality is immoral. This ideology has persisted on the continent through the influence of 

other religions (e.g., Islam) that believe in heterosexuality as the only permissible sexuality and 

homosexuality as a new form of colonialism (Wahab, 2016). Even faced with these challenges, 

progress has been made on the continent with the enshrinement of the rights of LGBTQI+ 

individuals in certain countries, but there continues to be resistance to these rights, which in 

recent years has resulted in the criminalization of LGBTQI+ sexual identities in Ghana 

(Akinwotu, 2023) and the murder of LGBTQI+ individuals in South Africa (Harrisberg, 2021).  

As mentioned in the literature review, historians have tried to document African sexualities, but 

this remains a challenge because of the lack of archival documentation. In the South African 

context most of the archival resources that exist date from the period of apartheid, when multiple 

LGBTQI+ organizations were established to fight for the political rights of LGBTQI+ 

individuals. The LGBTQI+ movement in South Africa used the act of coming out to fight 

homophobic thinking and to gain legal and political recognition (Cameron, 1994). Coming out 

was, and continues to be in certain contexts, used by LGBTQI+ individuals to gain visibility for 

their sexual identities and the issues affecting them. This is true of some of my participants in my 

research, who viewed coming out as important because it allowed them to be able to resist 

homophobic ideas about LGBTQI+ identities. One of my participants, Kopano (27), commented 

that coming out means  

speaking the truth about who you are confidently and not quietly because you own it and 

because it is just as much a part of who you are as anything else in your life. This allows 

for gay individuals to be visible and be able to fight for their rights.  
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Dineo (22) also highlighted the importance of representation in the act of coming out, by saying: 

Maybe one day we will be at a point as a society where people don’t have to come out, 

but right now I feel like it is important because it shows representation to young LGBT 

people that: ‘Hey there are other people like me out there. There are some people that I 

can look up to reach out to and know that I am not alone. For me this was important in 

being honest about who I am.  

Kopano’s comment resonate with Samantha’s, in that for both women coming out represents the 

idea of being authentic about their sexuality; but critically, Kopano speaks of coming out not 

being an act for yourself, but one which requires acknowledgement and a form of recognition 

from others to gain political rights. LGBTQI+ individuals living in the Global South use the act 

of coming out as a form of political resistance to the idea of non-heterosexuality being another 

form of colonialism and something that is not indigenous to the people in these countries 

(Gunkel, 2010; Nyeck & Epprecht, 2013). This is, of course, in contradiction to the views of 

other interlocutors in this study who reject this action that stems from the Global North. The 

example quoted above shows a different view on coming out from LGBTQI+ individuals living 

in the Global South. Even though this act is not native to individuals in the Global South, 

LGBTQI+ individuals still use it in claiming their sexuality.  

Linking Kopano’s view to Dineo’s, the act of coming out is important as it creates the 

opportunity for queer individuals to no longer feel a sense of isolation because of their sexuality; 

they can begin to recognize others who are like them and hopefully begin to find a sense of 

community with others. Representation and visibility of marginalized groups remain critical, 

especially when the threats of violence and discrimination are present. Representation of queer 
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individuals has been important in enabling them to see themselves in others, particularly for 

young LGBTQI+ youth, some of whom have committed suicide because of the shame and 

isolation they feel because of their sexuality (Puckett et al., 2017). The act of coming out in 

relation to representation is a form of resistance to the idea of shame and guilt, but also an act of 

pride in seeing individuals who are claiming their sexuality and are living positive lives. The 

visibility of queer individuals has been critical in removing the idea of shame that has come with 

claiming this identity, and it has allowed for people to organize around issues affecting this 

community. The visibility of queer individuals allows for others to feel seen and hopefully they 

can build solidarity with each other and the experiences they have of being non-heterosexual.  

Both Kopano’s and Samantha’s comments link coming out to an individual’s emotional well-

being, which has always been important to the idea of coming out; individuals no longer need to 

live in shame about their sexuality once they perform this act, and it can positively impact on 

their emotional well-being (Broad, 2011). A significant amount of research has indicated that 

some of the emotional anguish queer individuals, and specifically bisexual individuals, face is 

not only linked to misunderstanding of their sexuality but also to the issue of coming out and the 

difficulties a bisexual individual faces in undertaking this act (Brownfield et al., 2018; Chan et 

al., 2020). The act of coming out has been found to be positive for bisexual women, as they are 

able to gain social acceptance and integrate into their communities once they disclose their 

sexuality (Baiocco et al., 2020). For Samantha, coming out allows her to no longer live in shame, 

but rather have a sense of pride in being a queer woman and making the choice to love whom she 

loves. Kopano uses the word ‘confidently’ in describing what coming out means to her, and this 

indicates that this act allows her to not have shame, but rather to be secure in her sexuality and 

own it as part of her identity.  
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5.2.3 Validity of bisexuality  

As mentioned earlier, the binary understanding of sexual identities (as hetero/homo) has resulted 

in the invisibility of sexualities that do not fit within this limited framework (Butler, 2006). For 

bisexuals, coming out is not only about claiming a non-heteronormative sexuality, but also 

represents a moment in which bisexuals can be explicit about claiming a bisexual identity and, 

importantly, asserting the legitimacy of bisexuality, which is different from other LGBTI+ 

identities. As discussed in Chapter 2, the ‘erasure of bisexuality’ (Yoshino, 2000) occurs through 

the binary understandings of sexuality (hetero/homo), as well as the misunderstanding of 

bisexuality which has allowed for its legitimacy to be questioned (Barker & Langdridge, 2008). 

Bisexuality has continued to be deemed not a valid sexuality, as it continues to not fit into the 

binary understanding of sexuality, gesturing rather towards a sexual fluidity, and requires a much 

broader approach to understanding sexuality (Butler, 2006; Valocchi, 2005). The selection of a 

romantic partner is critical for bisexual individuals, as it presents a particular sexuality to the 

outside world, usually a heterosexual or homosexual one. If a bisexual individual is in a 

relationship with an individual who appears to be of the opposite sex, they are assumed to be 

heterosexual. If a bisexual individual is in a relationship with a person who appears to be of the 

same sex, it is assumed that they are homosexual. The selection becomes crucial for bisexual 

individuals, as their own sexuality becomes invisible through this process if they are not directly 

asked how they identify (Hemmings, 2002). Bisexuality is rendered invisible because of this 

binary, even though bisexual individuals exist in these relationships. Historically in the 

LGBTQI+ movement in South Africa, bisexuality was acknowledged but did not receive the 

same attention as lesbians and gays in relation to social and political issues, and questions of 

legitimacy were always present (Chan-Sam, 1994). This type of thinking continues to this day, 

and it has made the process of coming out challenging for bisexual individuals.  
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Coming out is a tool that is deployed by the bisexual women I interviewed to claim and assert 

their bisexuality and make it real and legitimate. This is evident in Samantha’s comment, as she 

is not only asserting her non-heterosexuality but is specific in claiming bisexuality while coming 

out and in advocating for its legitimacy through her existence. Coming out offers the opportunity 

for her to validate her sexuality, and it allows for ideas on sexuality to be questioned and to move 

beyond the binary understanding of it. This was highlighted by another participant, Lisa (34), 

who commented that 

coming out is important for bisexual individuals because not only are you saying you are 

not straight, but you are bisexual which is different from being gay or straight. 

Bisexuality indicates that you are attracted to more than one gender or non-gender-

conforming individuals. It is important for people to understand that about bisexuality.  

This was also reinforced by Sheila (29), who felt that coming out represented  

coming out to yourself first and owning that and looking at yourself and saying I’m 

bisexual, this is my life, and this is the way I am, and I am happy to be this way. 

Sheila’s comment suggests that claiming her bisexuality has allowed her to experience positive 

emotional well-being. On average, the bisexual women interviewed who viewed coming out as 

important were women who were above the age of twenty-five. This highlights a difference in 

generational perspective on the act: for the older bisexual women, coming out is still a tool to 

validate their sexuality, whereas younger women under the age of twenty-five no longer view 

this act as necessary. This I believe is in part influenced by the fact that for some of my 

participants like Samantha and Sheila who were born before 1994 recognise that before this date 

being an LGBTQI+ individual was illegal, and they grew up in a period where that was not the 
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norm or it was just recently legal and therefore still new. For my participants who are under the 

age of 25, have had their entire lives living in a country that has had LGBTQI+ rights and for 

them it is seen as part of the fabric of the country and so therefore there is no need to come out.  

For some of the bisexual women interviewed, coming out remains an important act, firstly 

because it has allowed them to move outside of the closet and gain self-acknowledgement and 

authenticity for themselves, which has translated into public authenticity in their everyday 

existence. Secondly, coming out has allowed these bisexual women to achieve positive 

emotional well-being, as it allows them to no longer feel shame about their sexuality, but rather 

claim it confidently as part of their identity. Coming out, particularly in the African context, 

remains important, as it is a tool that LGBTQI+ individuals can use to politically resist 

homophobia in their contexts and fight for political, social and legal recognition through their 

visibility, even though this is constantly challenged with violence. Lastly, coming out is 

significant for some of my participants as it allows for their identity to be visible through explicit 

naming and ownership of bisexuality, thereby asserting the validity of the sexuality. The 

claiming of bisexuality is critical, as it allows for nuanced ideas of sexuality to be discussed and 

for a shift away from the binary understanding of sexuality.  

5.3  Challenges of coming out 

5.3.1 Fear of rejection  

Some of the bisexual women I interviewed recognized the importance of coming out, but also the 

challenges that come with this act. One of the main challenges that participants emphasized was 

the fear of rejection by family and friends. Previous research has shown how individuals have 

come out to friends and family and how they have experienced negative responses because of 
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this act (Knous, 2006). For bisexual individuals, the reluctance to come out has not only been 

about homophobia, but also about biphobic stigma (Scherrer et al., 2015). Bisexual individuals 

have commented that they have been called ‘promiscuous’, ‘selfish’ and ‘not serious when 

revealing their sexuality. This is fuelled by the misunderstanding of bisexuality (Barker & 

Langdridge, 2008) and the questioning of the legitimacy of bisexuality. Some of my participants 

I interviewed have not told their friends, but particularly their families, about their bisexuality, 

because they could face rejection and exclusion from their families. When I asked Tshepiso (27) 

if she had come out to her family, she had a difficult time articulating the following response: 

My parents are Tswana and I envision how I’m going to come out to my parents. 

Nothing in the Tswana language will be able to fully articulate how I feel and who I am 

… And I know that it is definitely not going to be what it was with my brother. It is not 

going to be like, okay, cool. My parents are in their sixties, so they really grew up in a 

different time… I do not know where to start. If there was someone in the family who was 

queer and out, I could use them, but there is no reference point and so this is going to be 

very difficult for me as I am expecting my parents to not understand. You know my 

parents sent me to private schools and they paid for me to speak English and I think in a 

certain way I have lost a lot of cultural stuff, right, and they might see this as 

Westernisation and think that I have adopted this white thing of being gay… I cannot say 

to my parents I am bisexual because they really won’t understand, so maybe I might say 

I am lesbian, but even then, I know they will still not understand.  

Tshepiso indicates the difficulties of coming out to African parents, who may be conservative 

and will not be able to accept her sexuality and will possibly blame it on her exposure to ‘white 

culture’ while attending private schools. This highlights again the idea that non-heterosexuality 



136 

 

is ‘un-African’ and another form of colonization that has infiltrated ‘black culture’ (Epprecht, 

2004). Tshepiso highlights that her native language (Tswana) will not be able to fully capture 

how she describes her bisexuality, as this word does not exist in that language. This brings 

forward again the idea of coming out not being an act that is indigenous to African people, and 

how the paucity of documented language to describe queer identities reinforces the idea of it 

being ‘un-African’ and a Global North ideology. It also calls into question Global North sexual 

identities (LGBTQI+) that have been adopted in Global South contexts, and how the terms used 

do not fully describe queer sexualities in these spaces, as Global North LGBTQI+ ideologies 

continue to be the dominant discourse, usually expressed in English, through which queer 

identities are understood and disseminated (Dutta, 2012). Historically on the African continent, 

queer individuals did not use specific language to identify as LGBTQI+ individuals, but they 

experienced same-sex attraction and engaged in same-sex relationships (Epprecht, 2004; Miguel, 

2021). In the Tswana language the word to refer to queer individuals is ‘matanyola’, which 

means anal sex and is used to describe homosexuals. Within the Tswana language, as in other 

African languages, there is no word to describe the concept ‘bisexual’, which creates the 

invisibility of bisexuality within queer relationships.  Stewart (2013) found that in Tswana 

culture, same-sex relationships existed even before colonization; traditional chiefs recognized 

men who were in heterosexual relationships but still slept with other men. Thus, homosexuality 

was not viewed as an antithesis to heterosexuality. But unfortunately, this information and 

knowledge about the culture is not widespread, and so non-heterosexuality is viewed as ‘un-

African’ (Stewart, 2013). The use of Global North language in describing non-heterosexual 

identities stems from the growth of research in those spaces, and also in the African context 

where, as mentioned earlier, it is a tool used to gain legal and political recognition. The use of 
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this language has been successful in gaining those rights, but it also has its limitations, since it 

does not consider contexts such as indigenous language, as shown by Tshepiso’s comment. This 

has rendered Global South ideologies and languages concerning queer sexualities under-

researched, invisible and therefore poorly disseminated (Browne, 2015; Dutta, 2012). Both the 

lack of documented African language terminology to describe queer individuals and the limited 

English language terminology that has been adopted reinforce the idea of non-heterosexuality not 

being indigenous to the African continent. This has an impact on bisexuality, as it becomes even 

further marginalized within non-heterosexual discussions.  

A generational difference in perspective occurs in Tshepiso’ comment, where the age of her 

parents is mentioned as a reason for them to possibly be less accepting of queer sexuality than 

younger individuals like her brother, who has been exposed to ideas of queer identities in various 

social settings such as school, social gatherings and other events. Research has shown that 

parents of LGBTQI+ individuals have responded negatively to LGBTQI+ individuals in various 

contexts (Baiocco et al., 2015). When bisexual women have come out to their families, it is 

younger family members who are more accepting and older family members who are not 

accepting of their sexuality (Wandrey et al., 2015). This has made it more difficult for bisexual 

individuals to come out to their older family members.  

Religion continues to have a significant influence on whether or not individuals choose to 

disclose their sexuality because of the homophobia that they could potentially face. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, many of my participants did not feel comfortable about their 

sexuality when they were younger because of the religious influences they were subject to while 

growing up. On the African continent, religion continues to be used as a tool to denounce 

homosexuality and all other identities which are not heterosexual (van Klinken & Chitando, 
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2016). This is evident in this comment by Mpho (35): 

I believe that coming out for me is telling the people that I love that I love someone of the 

same gender or different gender or gender-non-conforming, but I have not told my 

parents yet as I don’t think they will understand what I am saying and also, they are 

Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

This was also highlighted by Tshepiso (27), who commented that 

I have just recently discovered my bisexuality so I am still figuring it out, but I am not 

sure if I will ever tell my parents. They are Christians and are very religious and so I 

know what feedback I will get, and I am not sure if I am ready to have that conversation 

just yet. Also, I will get the feedback that this is a Western thing, and it is not good for 

me.  

5.3.2  Misunderstood sexuality  

Mpho highlights a specific problem that makes her reluctant to come out to her parents: not only 

might they reject her because of their religious beliefs, but they might not understand what she 

means when she claims a bisexual identity. Bisexual individuals have been hesitant to disclose 

their sexuality because they know a narrow and negative definition of this sexuality exists; hence 

their reluctance to come out (McLean, 2007). When bisexual individuals are choosing to come 

out, they must consider how their sexuality will be misunderstood and possibly result in them 

receiving negative responses. This is evident when Babalwa (24) says: 

I have told my friends that I am bisexual, but they understand that it means more than 

just attraction to the same gender but includes those who are non-gender-conforming. I 



139 

 

have told my siblings and cousins that I am a lesbian and that has made it easier for 

them to understand. I tried telling them I was bisexual, but they could not understand 

how I could like both men and women, so I was not even going to tell them I like those 

who are gender-non-conforming, it was going to be too much.  

Babalwa highlights the difficulties that arise with coming out as a bisexual because the binary 

understanding of sexuality still persists (hetero/homo) and so it is easier to say she is a lesbian 

which is a form of stigma management in order to avoid the confusion. But even when she is 

claiming a bisexual identity, she recognizes that there are still limitations in how people 

understand bisexuality and so she chooses to not have the conversation as she fears 

misunderstanding. 

Beth (28) reaffirms this idea: 

When I tell people I am bisexual I say to them it means that I am sexually fluid. Saying 

this to people confuses them and they think I am promiscuous and having sex with 

everything and everyone. It is so frustrating, so I do not always tell people I am bisexual, 

I rather say I am queer, and I think they understand that better.  

For Beth, the choice to adopt a queer identity allows for her to be acknowledged as non-

heterosexual, which is better understood, but unfortunately does not allow her to claim 

bisexuality even though both bisexual and queer identities argue for a fluid understanding of 

sexual identities. Babalwa uses ‘lesbian’ to describe her sexuality and Beth uses ‘queer’. What is 

interesting to note is that both words indicate to others that they are not heterosexual, as 

compared to using ‘bisexual’. This shows the interchangeable manner of use of these terms to 

describe individuals who are not heterosexual, and how they are constantly shifting and changing 
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depending on the context and time. It shows how the fixed ideas we have of sexualities need to 

be reconsidered and allow for a fluid way of thinking which clearly is occurring but needs to be 

brought more into discussions when looking at sexuality studies. 

For my participants quoted above, the reluctance to disclose is informed by awareness of the 

stigma management of a misunderstood sexuality, which they do not always want to do.  

5.3.3 Fear of violence  

A critical reason for participants’ resistance to coming out is the threat of violence they could 

possibly face. Globally, LGBTQI+ individuals have faced physical violence because of their 

sexuality. South African LGBTQI+ individuals have legal rights that are enshrined in the 

Constitution, yet there are high levels of physical violence directed towards them. During the 

period 2012–2017, 35% of hate crimes in South Africa were perpetrated against lesbian and gay 

individuals (Shange, 2018). Both queer men and queer women face homophobia, but as 

MacKinnon (1997) argues, women’s sexuality is defined by a male perspective that argues for 

the female body to be regulated and only engage in heteronormative romantic relationships. 

Women who engage in non-heteronormative relationships challenge this idea, and the 

consequence of that has sometimes been sexual and physical violence (MacKinnon, 1997). In the 

South African context there are high levels of violence, particularly towards lesbian women or 

women who are in ‘lesbian’-presenting relationships, but unfortunately statistics on this are very 

limited, as 88% of LGBTIQ+ crimes are not reported by victims because they do not have faith 

in the judicial system (Collison, 2016). The threat of violence has therefore made queer women 

unwilling to come out of the closet. This is evident in the comment made by Lindiwe (21), who 

has only come out to specific individuals because for her, 
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I am out to my friends and some of my family, but I am nervous to be out in public 

because I fear the possible threat of violence especially as a black woman in this 

country. 

Most of the crimes inflicted upon non-heterosexual women have been directed towards black 

women, mainly those living in the townships. These spaces still adhere to heteropatriarchal 

ideologies in relation to women’s sexuality (Matebeni, 2011). The violence and these ideologies 

are not limited to townships, and black women living outside of these spaces have also 

experienced harassment or physical violence because of their sexuality (Wells & Polders, 2006).  

Another participant, Pumla (26), said: 

Coming out has meant coming out to myself every day and being like, you are not 

straight, but it means coming out to me and not out to the world… I feel like for me what 

is scary is there is the physical ‘being out’ in the world and I fear someone might hurt 

me, and I don’t want to be shunned by my family because I know the views they hold, so I 

don’t think I feel safe to come out to others.  

For Pumla she is very aware of what it means to come out to her family and those outside of her 

personal space. In both instances there is a possible threat of rejection that can occur physically 

when she is in public and emotionally when she is telling her family. Pumla is clearly conscious 

of the rejection that could result in physical violence and therefore she chooses to come out to 

herself and keep it that way to protect herself. None of the white bisexual women in my study 

mentioned any fear of physical violence because of their sexuality, whereas half of the black 

women I interviewed (52%) mentioned fear of physical violence in public spaces because of 

their sexuality. One of the factors that fuelled this fear was the idea of ‘being out’ and people 
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recognizing their sexuality, especially if they were in ‘homosexual-presenting relationships’. 

This has made some of my participants reluctant to come out. 

The violence inflicted upon women’s bodies illustrates the extreme form of heteronormativity 

that non-heterosexual women experience, and the constant pressure of women’s bodies to 

conform to heterosexuality (Gqola, 2015). And the physical violence directed specifically 

towards black non-heterosexual women indicates how black women’s bodies continue to be a 

site of violence (Bakare-Yusuf, 1999; Graziano, 2004; Mirza, 2009). In the South African 

context, the black female body has had a long history of being violated for the benefit of others, 

whether it was as a result of indigenous violence, colonialism, or apartheid. This has denied 

black women agency and subjectivity (as in the case of Sarah Baartman; see Comaroff & 

Comaroff, 2008; Matebeni, 2013) and this has influenced sexual identities, with the black female 

body continuing to be seen as a body to be used for others’ benefits and not for its own pleasure, 

which might lead to it facing acts of regulation in the form of violence (Gqola, 2015; Matebeni, 

2013). 

5.4  Rejection of heteronormativity. 

Some of the bisexual women interviewed for my study did not see the relevance of coming out, 

and they rejected this act. These bisexual women believe that coming out still signifies the 

difference of non-heterosexuality in a negative manner that they do not want to adhere to, as well 

as a limitation of their sexual fluidity. For these women, coming out indicates that something is 

wrong with them, and that for them to be deemed ‘normal’, they must conform to this limiting 

act. This was emphasized by Lerato (21), who said: 

I just do not think coming out should be a thing. I do not understand the concept of 
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coming out because heterosexual people don’t have to come out. I was watching this 

move ‘Love Simon’ or something, where they were talking about coming out and how 

heterosexuals never come out. I just do not believe in it. 

Lerato questions the idea of coming out from the standpoint of asking why heterosexuals do not 

have to perform this act to recognize their sexuality, but queer individuals must in order for their 

sexuality to be recognized. Queer individuals constantly must perform the act of coming out to 

others, while heterosexuals do not have to do this as it is assumed they are heterosexual. In 

questioning this act, Lerato highlights the idea of coming out being a heteronormative act and in 

many ways conforming to heterosexual ideas of sexuality. This highlights the significant 

influence that heteronormativity has in all spheres of society, and how individuals must make a 

conscious effort to resist this influence even with regard to their sexuality (Butler, 2006).  

By choosing to not come out Lerato is resisting this heteronormativity, and her resistance can be 

viewed as a political act. Most of my participants who rejected the act of coming out were under 

the age of twenty-five. This indicates how younger people are viewing the act of coming out 

differently from the older bisexual research participants, but also how younger people are using 

different methods to reject heteronormativity and recognize their sexuality. The film Love 

Simon16 indicates how heteronormativity is being questioned in the media, and this signifies a 

form of resistance in the film space that has historically been dominated by heteronormative 

ideas of sexuality.  

 

 
16 Love Simon is a US film about a teenage boy who has a huge secret that he keeps from his family, his friends and 

all his classmates: he is gay. When that secret is revealed, Simon must face everyone and come to terms with his 

identity.  
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Another respondent, Nomvula (21), also did not believe in the idea of coming out, because for 

her,  

it makes me feel like I am othered, like I’m the other and so, straight people do not ever 

have to feel different, and they don’t have to do it, it’s always assumed and so for me, I 

have an issue with this. Why do I have to do that when straight people are given that 

courtesy of just never having to come out as straight. So, for me it is always just like, I 

love my identity, I’m okay with myself and so for everyone else it’s just their own pot to 

brew. I will not come out per se because for me it feels like I am being further oppressed. 

I was never in the closet in the first place… you always have to do it [coming out] all the 

time and that seems exhausting and unfair to me.  

For Nomvula the idea of coming out does not signify claiming your identity; it signifies being 

viewed as different from other people. Just like Lerato, she questions this act as a way to 

conform to the ‘normal’, heteronormative ideas of society, and she feels that performing this act 

will not make her ‘normal’ but actually othered. She challenges this by not coming out. She also 

questions the idea of coming out by saying she was never in the closet to begin with. Coming out 

assumes that queer individuals have been living in secrecy and shame by not claiming their 

sexuality publicly, and therefore they must engage in this act, which is not necessarily true for all 

queer individuals. Nomvula comments that if she were to perform this act, she would have to do 

it more than once to numerous people. The act of coming out has to be performed to different 

groups of people (family, friends, co-workers etc.) and for her, she feels that it would be too 

tiresome unfair because heterosexuals do not have to come out continuously. Nomvula has 

always claimed her sexuality, and so there is no need for her to engage in this act to gain 

approval from others and begin to claim her sexuality publicly. This questions the relevance of 
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coming out for queer individuals.  

Another participant, Nabeelah (25), commented:  

It is not really important to me. I just am who I am. I feel like coming out breeds the 

ground for a person to then box and categorize me, which I don’t like, so I do not tell 

people I am not straight. Also, it is a very Western understanding of sexuality which I am 

currently thinking through and do not always agree with. 

This comment by Nabeelah is important, because it questions the binary and limiting act of 

coming out for individuals who are not heterosexual. For bisexual individuals, the act of coming 

out is challenging, as the act represents a binary understanding of sexuality (hetero/homo) that 

does not take into consideration the fluidity of multiple sexual identities which do not fit into this 

binary act, and therefore bisexual individuals reject it (Craig & McInroy, 2014). For Nabeelah, 

coming out will mean that people will put her in the non-heterosexual box, which will limit her 

sexuality and not allow for her sexual fluidity, in this case bisexuality, to be recognized. She also 

raises the idea of coming out as a Western idea that may not be of relevance to her as an African 

bisexual woman. As mentioned earlier, the act of coming out has been questioned by Global 

South scholars as a Western idea that does not take into consideration the nuances of how 

sexuality is understood in post-colonial countries, in this case South Africa, where religion, race, 

class and geographical space have a significant role to play in regard to people’s sexuality, 

particularly for black women.  

As mentioned earlier, the generational shift about the idea of coming out indicates how younger 

people are viewing the act of coming out differently from their older bisexual research 

participants. The younger women I interviewed did not see the point of coming out, or resisted 
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the act because for them it held no purpose or relevance in claiming their sexuality. This was 

evident in the following comment made by Amanda (24): 

I do not know if I have to come out. I do disclose to people if it is a topic of conversation, 

but it hasn’t been something that I think is necessary or need to brand myself with in 

order for me to feel like I am bisexual.  

This thinking is influenced by the fact that LGBTQI+ issues in South Africa are becoming part 

of mainstream politics, and there is more social acceptance of these issues and therefore no need 

to perform the act of coming out. It must be noted that the urban environment of Johannesburg 

has spaces for queer individuals to feel safe being ‘out’, specifically in the CBD or in suburban 

areas, and therefore individuals no longer deem it necessary to claim their identity in a political 

way as they have spaces that affirm their sexuality. This could be different for queer individuals 

living outside of these liberal urban spaces.  

Some younger LGBTQI+ individuals are using different acts to claim their sexuality without 

having to constantly come out. Online platforms (YouTube, Tumblr, Reddit, etc.) and social 

media (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, etc.) are being used by younger LGBTQI+ individuals as a 

way of coming out by using the internet to post videos or statuses in which they declare their 

sexuality and showcase their everyday lives and interests, instead of repeatedly having difficult 

face-to-face conversations.  

5.5  Inviting in 

As mentioned above, LGBTQI+ individuals are exploring new approaches in claiming their 

sexuality. One of the approaches that Robyn (28) mentioned was the idea of ‘inviting in’.  
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She commented: 

I do not believe in coming out, but rather ‘inviting in’. Inviting in suggest that I don’t 

owe you the right to tell you about my queerness, but rather I choose who to tell and 

when I do tell you I will not be held responsible for doing the work, but if you want to 

still be a part of my life, I invite you to do the work and accept me and my sexuality. 

The idea of ‘inviting in’ suggests firstly a choice of whether to perform the act of coming out. 

Bisexual individuals do not have the obligation to come out as a way of being authentic in who 

they are; rather, the agency lies with them and whether they choose to invite others in by 

informing them of their sexuality (Johns, 2020). Secondly, the idea suggests a choice that an 

individual makes about whom to include in knowing how they identify sexually. This 

immediately puts the power in the individual’s hands, and not necessarily in the hands of others 

(family, friends, colleagues, etc.) to accept who they are.  They can still reject the individual, but 

it shifts some of the power dynamics in the individual’s favour where historically the power of 

rejection and acceptance was held by those being disclosed to and not the individual who was 

engaging in the act.  

The idea of ‘inviting in’ moves away from traditional ideas of disclosure about an individual’s 

sexuality, suggesting instead a journey into understanding who the individual is and how it is 

they perform their sexuality (Moore, 2012). Lastly, the idea does not impose the labour on the 

individual to constantly validate their sexuality by asserting who they are, but rather shifts that 

work to those who seek to be in community with the individual, and asks these individuals to 

engage in reciprocal labour in order to be a part of the individual’s community (Johns, 2020). 

Robyn uses this approach when claiming her sexuality by making it clear that she does not owe 
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anyone the right to be informed about her sexuality; she is using her agency to choose whom she 

invites in by informing them of her sexuality. 

 

This approach can be viewed as a different way of claiming a queer sexuality, one in which 

power is placed with the individual to choose whether or not to disclose their sexuality. There is 

no shame associated with choosing not to disclose one’s sexuality, and individuals can still be 

emotionally well without ever disclosing their sexuality to others. For individuals living in 

contexts that are not accepting of homosexuality, Gopinath (2005) describes the action of 

‘staying put/staying in’. This action involves the individual choosing to not leave their former 

colonized homes or rural areas and migrate to liberal countries or cities, but rather to decide 

when and to whom they will disclose and negotiate how they express their sexuality in public. 

Both approaches are examples of how queer individuals are choosing whether, when and to 

whom they want to disclose their sexuality on their own terms, depending on the context.  

5.6 Conclusion  

The divergent perspectives on coming out discussed in this chapter indicate how it is still a 

relevant act for some of the bisexual women interviewed for this study, although its relevance 

and necessity are being questioned, not only by the bisexual women interviewed, but by 

LGBTQI+ individuals in general. The act of coming out allows for individuals to move away 

from shameful emotions about not being heterosexual, but at the same time this is not always 

necessary, as not all queer individuals are ashamed of their sexuality. The act of coming out 

offers the opportunity to advocate for LGBTQI+ rights, especially on the African continent, 

which is still an important act since LGBTQI+ rights are not the norm here on the continent. It 
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also seems to have prevalence in this present moment when anti-LGBTQI+ laws have come to 

the fore and become legal in certain countries. The act continues to be a way in which to 

challenge homophobic beliefs which could have legal consequences. At the same time, coming 

out exposes LGBTQI+ individuals to the threat of violence; this is especially true, in the South 

African context, amongst black non-heterosexual women. Coming out has allowed for some of 

my participants to validate their sexuality that has been invisible, but other participants still feel 

that it implies a limited, binary understanding of sexual identities that does not allow for a fluid 

understanding of sexuality to occur. For this reason, some of the bisexual women in the study 

disagree with and hence reject the act of coming out. Some of the younger bisexual women I 

interviewed question this act, as it is no longer relevant in their contexts. ‘Inviting in’ offers an 

opportunity for LGBTQI+ individuals to claim their sexuality on consideration of their 

contextual surroundings and whether it is safe to do so. This approach allows individuals to 

choose whom they inform about their sexual identity, thereby allowing them agency over their 

sexuality. ‘Inviting in’ offers a new language for how LGBTQI+ individuals can acknowledge 

their sexuality, one that is gaining in popularity.  
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Chapter 6: Spaces of Safety and Violence in Johannesburg 

6.1  Introduction  

According to the Merriam-Webster (2022) dictionary, a ‘safe space’ is ‘a place intended to be 

free of bias, conflict, criticism, or potentially threatening actions, ideas, or conversations.’ 

Having a space to express their sexual identity has been critical for LGBTQI+ individuals and 

communities. These spaces have allowed them to feel safe, share a common identity with others 

and move outside of the closet in expressing their sexuality (Matthijsen, 2018). In South Africa, 

both political and social spaces for LGBTQI+ individuals have historically faced significant 

backlash, not only from the government but also from heteronormative religious beliefs held by 

the rest of society (Cameron, 1994; Tucker, 2009). This backlash is particularly prevalent for 

black queer women; studies by Holland-Muter (2018) and Stephens (2018) researching black 

lesbian women and how they engage with public spaces in the main urban centres of South 

Africa show how these women are constantly aware of their behaviour in public spaces, 

especially in the townships, because of the threat of violence that black lesbian women have 

experienced. An example of this is the murder of Pinky Shongwe in Umlazi (a township in 

KwaZulu-Natal), who was killed by a man after rejecting his romantic advances while she was 

out in the town (Phungula, 2022). She was known to play in the local women’s soccer club, 

which some in the community did not approve of as they knew that a lot of the women in the 

club were lesbian (Phungula, 2022). LGBTQI+ spaces have made it possible for queer women to 

be able to express their sexual identity, but outside of these spaces issues of class, race and 

heteronormativity persist which makes it difficult for LGBTQI+ individuals to express their 

sexuality publicly without the repercussions of harassment or violence. For bisexual women 
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there is an added layer of having the validity of their sexuality questioned within these safe 

spaces in multiple ways.  

In this chapter I will look at how the bisexual women I interviewed for this study interact with 

public and private spaces in the city of Johannesburg in relation to their sexuality. I will begin by 

unpacking the idea of safe spaces and discussing how these spaces have not been safe for women 

in both the private and public spheres. This has resulted in queer women creating spaces for 

themselves and others to socialize in and build community across intersectional identities. I 

identify the public spaces where these bisexual women feel safe to express their sexual identity, 

and describe how, even in these spaces, they still face challenges in expressing a bisexual 

identity. I analyse how the limited safe spaces for LGBTQI+ individuals in Johannesburg have 

resulted in threats of harassment and physical violence; I also discuss how the black women and 

white women I interviewed have had divergent experiences of violence and harassment because 

of their race, and how this has influenced the ways in which they negotiate their sexual identity 

in public spaces.  

Lastly, I will discuss how the women have found safe spaces online, and how these spaces have 

been critical in building a positive common bisexual identity and legitimizing this sexual identity 

more successfully than happens in other traditionally safe spaces. 

6.2 Safe spaces for LGBTQI+ individuals 

Before looking at the safe spaces where my participants felt they were able to express their 

sexual identity and build community, it is important to look at the idea of safe spaces. The 

concept emerged through the absence of men in the women’s movement during the late 20th 

century and was used by activists and in teaching communities (Kenney, 2001). It argued for a 
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safe space where marginalized groups would be able to feel safe in various private and public 

spaces. A safe space currently holds some of these values but is also a space for people to build 

community with each other and not feel afraid or apprehensive to express themselves or their 

thoughts in fear of retaliation that is harmful and sometimes violent. Historically, the home was 

viewed as a safe space, but this has been challenged by feminists, as women have experienced 

significant violence in this space (Fraser, 2014). This was made even more evident during the 

recent Covid-19 pandemic, when high numbers of cases of gender-based violence (GBV) were 

reported globally by women, girls and LGBTQI+ individuals as lockdown forced people to stay 

in their homes (Amnesty International, 2021; UN Women, 2020). This violence is influenced by 

patriarchy and the traditional heteronormative roles that women are expected to occupy in both 

private (home) and public (workplace, classrooms, community spaces, etc.) spaces.  

Private spaces are not guaranteed spaces of safety for women, and therefore they have sought 

spaces outside of the home. The agency to occupy space in public areas has always been 

important to marginalized groups. Over time, feminists and queer scholars have used the concept 

of the safe space as a space for marginalized groups in both private and public spaces to be free 

from violence and harassment and build community with those around them (The Roestone 

Collective, 2014). Historically, occupation of public space by LGBTQI+ individuals has been 

critical in the movement for equal rights, and it has been a space where they can socialize and 

find common identity with others (Mkhize et al., 2010). In South Africa, occupying public 

spaces has been a challenge for LGBTQI+ individuals, as the apartheid-era Immorality Act of 

1957 prohibited various categories of relations between people, including same-sex relations. 

This had an impact on how LGBTQI+ individuals engaged in public spaces, and they started to 

socialize in underground secretive spaces. In resistance to this Act a few gay organizations 
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mobilised against the legislation and restriction of movement at that time, but the membership of 

these organizations consisted mainly of white gay men (Cameron, 1994). Nonetheless, the 

restrictions created an underground movement of clubs, bars and bath houses that became a 

prominent subculture in the cities of Johannesburg and Cape Town during the 1970s and 1980s; 

but again, white gay men mainly occupied it. Even though homosexuality was present in other 

cities and in rural areas, it was in these two cities that ‘public’ LGBTQI+ spaces existed visibly 

(Cameron, 1994). White gay men had to navigate the challenges of the Immorality Act by having 

social gatherings, political events and sexual encounters in these underground spaces or in 

private homes located mainly in white suburban neighbourhoods or in the city centre (Gevisser, 

1994). One of the main types of sexual encounter that was prominent for gay men in both cities 

was cruising,17 and this allowed them to be in a public space and express part of their sexual 

identity even though it was illegal to do so (Botes, 2021). White gay men benefitted from the 

patriarchal racial system, as although they were not legally permitted to engage in same-sex 

relations in public, the system allowed them to have some form of engagement in public through 

this activity. For white lesbian women the threat of being arrested was not as great, but there 

were no public spaces where they could socialize; therefore, they socialized in their private 

homes.  

For black LGBTQI+ individuals, apartheid and the Immorality Act were double forms of 

marginalization, and occupying public spaces was incredibly challenging (Gevisser, 1994). For 

black gay men, the constant surveillance of their activities by the oppressive regime forced them 

to socialize in private spaces such as the suburban neighbourhood homes of white gay men. This 

was the case because in the townships where black people lived homosexuality was also frowned 

 
17 Cruising refers to a concerted effort to find a sexual encounter with another person, especially in a public place. 
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upon, but the limited agency black gay men had to socialize with other gay men meant that they 

went into the cities to socialize with these men (Ratele, 2009). A consequence of this 

socialization was that homes were raided, and men were arrested on the streets if they were 

cruising. Both black and white gay men were arrested, but black men faced severe penalties such 

as a long prison sentence because of the racially oppressive regime (Cameron, 1994). In the case 

of black lesbian women, their ability to escape into the city to socialize in LGBTQI+ spaces was 

limited because of the Bantu pass they had to carry at all times;18 this pass was given mainly to 

black men working in the cities. black women struggled to obtain this document, even though 

some of them worked in the cities or in the private homes of white families as maids or cleaners 

(Walker, 1990). Black lesbian women were not able to move around without this document, and 

so they socialized in their private spaces where possible, while constantly being aware of the 

threat of violence that might come from the oppressive regime.  

For both black and white lesbian women the ability to socialize in safe spaces in public has 

historically been a challenge, as these spaces were occupied mainly by white men, and therefore 

both groups sought community with other lesbian women in their private homes. This interaction 

has continued into the new dispensation and will be discussed further in this chapter in relation to 

a comment by one of my participants. In the late 1980s, lesbian and black LGBTQI+ 

organizations such as Lesbians and Gays Against Oppression (LAGO), the Organization of 

Lesbian and Gay Activists (OLGA) and the Gay and Lesbian Organization of the Witwatersrand 

(GLOW) were formed to create spaces for marginalized individuals living under apartheid. A 

significant aspect of these organizations was that they were formed outside of the suburbs and 

the city and included LGBTQI+ individuals of all the different race groups who were protesting 

 
18 The pass was an identification document that allowed black, coloured and Indian people to move around in areas 

outside of their designated townships for work purposes.  
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the apartheid regime (Mkhize et al., 2010).  

In the democratic dispensation, there are visible LGBTQI+ spaces across the city of 

Johannesburg where non-heterosexuals can socialize and build community. A challenge to these 

spaces is the high levels of violence that are inflicted upon women and girls in South Africa. The 

crime statistics show that in 2019/20, 53 293 sexual offences were reported, an average of 146 

per day, up from 52 420 in 2018/19. Most of these were cases of rape (South African Police 

Service, 2020). In 2019/20, a total of 2 695 women were murdered in South Africa. This means a 

woman was murdered every three hours. Femicide is five times higher in South Africa than the 

global average, with South Africa having the fourth-highest female interpersonal violence death 

rate of the 183 countries listed by the World Health Organization in 2016 (Pilane, 2020). It must 

be noted that the reason for South Africa’s high ranking is because it is one of the few countries 

that tracks GBV as compared to other countries with similar contexts that do not monitor this 

violence. Even with the context mentioned, the result of the high levels of violence has made 

safety in public spaces for South African women a matter of great concern, which translates into 

women being constantly aware of possible threats to them and in search of safe public spaces. 

Queer women face the double burden of searching for safe public spaces as women and as queer 

individuals. Even faced with these challenges, however, queer women and other LGBTQI+ 

individuals have found spaces to be in community with each other. 

6.3 Class differentiation in queer-friendly public spaces in Johannesburg 

When looking at how bodies socialize in space, Ahmed (2006) argues that bodies take the shape 

of the spaces they occupy. From the workplace to the private home, bodies orientate themselves 

to these spaces accordingly. Most spaces, both public and private, continue to be orientated 
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around heterosexuality. This heteronormativity affects an individual’s sexual orientation, 

especially individuals who are not heterosexual. For queer bodies this presents a challenge, as 

these bodies are not the norm, and they are constantly confronted with situations that emphasize 

their differences. This challenge has been met by LGBTQI+ individuals creating spaces for 

themselves to socialize and build community with other LGBTQI+ individuals. The creation of 

these spaces has allowed LGBTQI+ individuals to be able to find a common identity, build 

relationships and even raise awareness of issues affecting them. As mentioned previously, in 

South Africa there has been a history of creating LGBTQI+ spaces, but in the new dispensation it 

is no longer illegal to be a queer individual in public. The enshrinement of legal rights in the 

Constitution has allowed for the establishment of LGBTQI+ public spaces in South Africa, but 

the occupation of these spaces has of course come with multiple challenges that LGBTQI+ 

individuals have had to contend with.  

Many of my participants I interviewed said, when I asked them where they go out to socialize 

and have fun and build community with other LGBTQI+ individuals, that they go to Melville. 

Pumla (26) commented: 

I love going to Melville. I love going to Liquid Blue or Sixes and I feel really feel safe to 

express my sexual identity there… There are a lot of parties for black queer women 

there. 

Melville is a suburb located west of the Johannesburg CBD. It is made up of residential homes 

and restaurants, bars and clubs that are not located in shopping malls but on public streets, 

mainly on 7th Street. This has made it a more inviting space for people to socialize than the 

shopping malls in the city. It is located close to the University of Johannesburg and the 
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University of the Witwatersrand, and therefore one will find many students in the area. Artists, 

scholars and activists are also known to meet up in the neighbourhood for different reasons. This 

has made Melville a bohemian neighbourhood where different individuals of multiple identities 

come together. The character of this neighbourhood is influenced by the fact that historically 

Melville was a suburb in which black and white individuals came together to build community in 

protest against the apartheid system (Bagnol et al., 2010). Melville was one of the few suburbs in 

which different races socialized and built community with each other, and this has continued 

post-1994. The multiracial and multi-class nature of this neighbourhood makes it a space for 

LGBTQI+ individuals to socialize, build community and raise awareness about the issues 

affecting them. At the same time Melville is a suburb that is constantly dealing with the worry of 

crime and theft as ‘anxieties around crime and safety are moral as well as practical (Falkof, 

2022:154).  The suburb is always in tension with being both a space of acceptance of different 

groups of people and a space where a constant vigilance must be adhered to for one’s own safety.   

However, even though Johannesburg has this history of being accepting of LGBTQI+ 

individuals, because it is a migrant city, the ability to build community and long-lasting bonds is 

constantly shifting and never permanent, specifically for LGBTQI+ individuals (Camminga, 

2020). The result of this is that even though there are these spaces created for LGBTQI+ 

individuals, there is always the threat of transphobia and homophobia that rears its head from 

time to time as a way to regulate sexuality. This is also true for migrant transgender individuals, 

who experience precarity because of their foreignness and their sexuality (Camminga, 2020). 

There is always a threat of violence and harassment that is around for LGBTQI+ individuals and 

therefore certainty of safety is not always guaranteed.  

Young adults from different classes and from urban areas are known to socialize in Melville. 
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Students have been known to explore their sexual identity while at university. This is informed 

by the fact that they are away from their homes and can therefore explore their sexual identity 

outside of spaces that are traditionally heteronormative (Rankin, 2005). This space for expression 

of sexual identity, as well as the bohemian nature of Melville, allows it to be a safe space for 

LGBTQI+ individuals in which they can be openly affectionate with their romantic partners. 

Pumla mentions the cocktail bar Liquid Blue, which is an LGBTQI+ bar that is mainly 

frequented by black LGBTQI+ individuals, especially black lesbians and feminine queer 

individuals. It is a space that has hosted many events for black queer women and has been used 

as an after-party venue for Soweto Pride, the annual event that is hosted in the townships of 

Soweto. Previous research has shown how Liquid Blue is a space for black LGBTQI+ 

individuals (Bagnol et al., 2010), even though it was not marketed as a queer space; its 

association with Soweto Pride as well as its hosting of lesbian and queer parties, such as Open 

Closet, has allowed it to be seen as a safe space for them. For Pumla, one of the reasons why 

Liquid Blue is considered safe is because it is a space mainly occupied by black LGBTQI+ 

individuals, specifically black queer women, and this offers her the space to express her sexual 

identity and not feel the threat of violence, as she is surrounded by other black queer woman and 

that provides a sense of safety. 

Another participant, Kefilwe (26), also mentioned Liquid Blue as a place they frequent with 

friends:  

I hang out a lot at Liquid Blue. It’s the black club for all the gays and the lesbians. I 

know it can get grimy sometimes, but I do enjoy it. Its nice to be around other gay people 

and feel like nothing is going to happen. 
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Kefilwe, like Pumla, recognizes Liquid Blue as a space for black LGBTQI+ individuals to 

socialize, but they also mention the word ‘grimy’ to indicate that it is a space that is not always 

clean. When I asked them to further clarify what they meant by the word ‘grimy’ they 

commented: 

Liquid Blue is a space mainly occupied by butch lesbians and mainly black gays and 

lesbians who just behave in not the best of ways and so the space just sometimes 

becomes too loud and a lot, but I still enjoy it. 

Another participant, Babalwa (24), also commented on Liquid Blue: 

I used to hang out at Liquid Blue, but that place is so ghetto. 

Babalwa uses ‘ghetto’ to refer to Liquid Blue in a derogatory manner, just like Kefilwe uses the 

word ‘grimy’. In my own conversations with other LGBTQI+ friends and colleagues I have often 

heard of Liquid Blue being described in a derogatory manner by black LGBTQI+ individuals 

who are predominately from middle-class backgrounds, like Babalwa and Kefilwe. These 

individuals have referred to Liquid Blue as a place for the ‘hood gays and lesbians’, meaning that 

most of the LGBTQI+ individuals who socialize there are from the townships or behave in a 

manner that is not ‘proper’ and is inferior to their own behaviour. Maliepaard (2015) argues that 

when analysing spaces where LGBTQI+ individuals socialize, one must consider other social 

factors such as race, class and language, and how these will influence how sexual minorities 

engage in these spaces. The comments by Babalwa, Kefilwe and Pumla quoted above illustrate 

how class and race mediate the ways in which black LGBTQI+ individuals socialize in public 

spaces, even in ‘safe’ LGBTQI+ spaces, therefore raising questions about who these spaces are 

safe for, as class position still creates differences in views about how people should or should not 
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behave. In this context, a class divide occurs within the black LGBTQI+ community through 

social spaces, because even though Melville is a bohemian space for all to socialize in, especially 

LGBTQI+ individuals, class still manifests itself in this space.  

Pumla also mentioned Sixes, a cocktail bar in the same area that is not an LGBTQI+ bar but is 

frequented by individuals of all races, classes and sexual orientations. In my own observations as 

a bisexual woman, and through my qualitative research, I have noticed that a lot of LGBTQI+ 

individuals who frequent Sixes feel safe to express their sexual identity in public there. One of 

the reasons for this is that some of the employees of the bar are LGBTQI+ individuals and are 

open about this in conversation with patrons of the bar. An example of this occurred on one of 

the nights when I went to the bar and observed one of the male waiters refer to a table he was 

serving as his ‘cuties’, agreeing with them and that he would say ‘yaaas darling’ in an 

exaggerated manner. These are mannerisms used by LGBTQI+ individuals to express their 

sexuality through language. I saw that the table also responded to the waiter with ‘yaaas darling’ 

if they agreed with something he said, and this made them all feel comfortable to use that kind of 

language without fear. This makes Sixes a space for LGBTQI+ individuals to be able to express 

their sexual identity.  

There are other bars and restaurants in Melville that some of my white participants mentioned as 

places where they socialize. Beth (28) said:  

I usually hang out at Hell’s Kitchen in Melville as well Anti-Social Club Bar. I feel safe 

to be out with my fiancée and not be afraid anything is going to happen. 

Another participant, Jennifer (33), commented:  



161 

 

I really like hanging out in Melville. I find that it’s a mix of people from different races 

and backgrounds. I also feel like it is a place where a lot of gays and lesbians hang out. 

In talking more with Beth, she said that when she is with her partner, who is taller and more 

masculine than she is, she feels protected from any unwanted advances. For the white 

participants I interviewed, Melville is also a safe space for them as LGBTQI+ individuals to be 

able to express their sexual identity and feel safe. This was confirmed by Brooke (35), a non-

South African, who said: 

I have only been in Johannesburg for a few months before lockdown, but I really like 

Melville. I find that it has good restaurants and bars… I also like that it’s a mix of 

people from different backgrounds and it seems like a queer-friendly space.  

What is interesting to note is that unlike the black participants who commented on the class 

differentiation that occurs within certain spaces in Melville, the white participants did not 

comment on or even see this class aspect when it comes to certain spaces within Melville. One of 

the reasons for this is that the spaces in which my participants socialized are middle-class spaces 

and they are middle-class, and therefore they felt comfortable and did not have any concern. 

Another reason is that the multiple intersectional identities (race and class) of black LGBTQI+ 

individuals influence how they access, socialize in and build community within various 

neighbourhoods in Johannesburg, which is still spatially and economically segregated. This 

segregation has affected the two groups differently, as white LGBTQI+ individuals are not as 

limited in their access to public spaces and continue to not feel regulated because of the above 

factors.  
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6.4 Regulation of women’s bodies in public and safe spaces 

Another neighbourhood that participants highlighted as safe was Braamfontein. Braamfontein is 

located due north of the Johannesburg city centre, close to the University of the Witwatersrand. 

During the apartheid era it was an area for commercial development, but since the end of 

segregation it has become a multipurpose residential and commercial area for the people of 

Johannesburg.19 It is the fourth-largest office node in the city, and also a social node, since there 

are many bars and clubs in the area. It houses the Johannesburg City Council, the Johannesburg 

Theatre and the Wits Arts Museum, making it an administrative and a cultural space. My 

participants viewed the neighbourhood as a safe space to express their sexuality. Zinzi (29) 

commented: 

I usually hang out in Braamfontein. Some of the places I go to are Kitcheners, Untitled 

Basement and Great Dane. I have been with a girlfriend and kissed her in Great Dane 

and was not afraid to do so… What was interesting is that the guys I was with questioned 

my sexuality and they were saying things like ‘ooooh’, and I could see that they were 

thinking of some threesome in their head with this girl I was with. That made me feel 

uncomfortable.  

Tshepiso (27) commented: 

I am always looking for queer safe spaces, especially for women, because those are very 

few. Braamfontein is a really safe space and so I hang out there a lot. 

Sheila (29) commented: 

 
19 See https://web.archive.org/web/20060513002006/http://www.braamfontein.org.za/show_article.php?articleid=87 
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I hang out a lot in Braamfontein. I find it is a bohemian space which is queer-friendly. I 

really love Kitcheners, and it is known to host Pussy Party for lesbians and bisexuals, 

and I am always there. I really enjoy those spaces as a lot of queer women are in those 

spaces. It’s a safe space for queer women.  

Just like Melville, Braamfontein is seen as a safe space, but the comment from Zinzi highlights 

the challenge for women, and in this case bisexual women, to express their sexual practices in 

public, as these practices are immediately fetishized through a male heteronormative gaze. Zinzi 

can sense that once she kissed her girlfriend in front of her male friends, she changed from being 

just a friend and became in their eyes a sexual object of desire. The use of the word ‘object’ is 

intentional, as the friends do not consider her own sexual desires and whether she would want to 

be in a threesome with them; only their own sexual desires as men are centred, and her desires 

are secondary. This attitude is informed by the idea of sexuality continuing to be viewed through 

a male gaze, with a man needing to be present in any sexual action involving a woman while the 

woman’s desire is secondary (Rich, 1983). It also indicates how women’s sexual desires must 

constantly be regulated, because when Zinzi kissed her girlfriend, to ‘pull her back’ into the 

heteronormative understanding of sexuality her male friends had to make comments that made 

her feel uncomfortable about doing so. I use the word ‘pull’ to highlight the forceful and non-

consensual act that her friends inflict on her. Finally, when her male friends uttered the word 

‘threesome’ they immediately questioned the validity of Zinzi’s bisexuality. The validity of 

bisexuality is always being questioned, as it is not viewed as a ‘serious’ sexual identity (Flanders 

& Hatfield, 2014). One of the ways in which this is done is by assuming that bisexual individuals 

are looking to have threesomes with other people and cannot be monogamous with their partners, 

as in the case of Zinzi. The effect of this is to always questions the validity of bisexuality, but 
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also to set up a narrative that bisexual individuals are promiscuous and cannot be trusted in 

monogamous relationships (Klesse, 2011). This is a form of biphobia; it is something that all my 

participants have experienced and will be discussed further in Chapter 7.  

Both Tshepiso and Sheila highlight Braamfontein as a safe space, but Tshepiso also adds that she 

is constantly looking for spaces of safety as a woman, irrespective of her sexuality. As indicated 

by the statistics given in Chapter 5, the threat of violence against women in South Africa is very 

great, and this has made them conscious of the public spaces they occupy. LGBTQI+ individuals 

have always sought or created safe spaces to identify with others and express their sexual 

identity without the threat of harassment or violence (Maliepaard, 2015). Many of the black 

women I interviewed emphasized the importance and awareness of safety and how it is critical to 

them when they are in public spaces. This is influenced by the high levels of violence that black 

women are known to face in South Africa, especially black queer women because of their sexual 

identity (Judge, 2018). As seen previously in chapter 5 my black respondents were reluctant to 

come out especially in public spaces because of the threat of violence they could possibly 

experience. This was different to the responses of the white women I interviewed, who did not 

raise any sense of awareness of safety or emphasize the need for this when they are in public 

spaces. The violence inflicted upon white queer women in South Africa does not occur at the 

same rate as that experienced by black queer women. This violence is informed, as mentioned in 

previous chapters, by the idea of homosexuality being ‘un-African’, and the belief that one of the 

ways to cure this ill and make these women ‘fall in line’ is through violence and harassment 

(Mkhize et al., 2010). This type of thinking, combined with the high levels of femicide in South 

Africa, has translated into queer black women being constantly aware of their movements and 

behaviour and of the people around them when they are in public spaces.  
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Nomvula (21) commented:  

I have never felt safe being openly affectionate in any space, if I have a partner. I know 

that I can’t hold her hand or kiss her. Never! Never in public because whoa, the 

homophobia is terrible! I just could not do it.  

Ayanda (25) commented: 

I feel comfortable to express my sexuality with the people I am with but even in certain 

safe spaces I am not always comfortable because I never know who is listening or what 

might possibly happen.  

Lisa (34), who is white, commented: 

I am fully aware that I not only have class privilege but I also have white privilege and 

so I generally feel safe in public spaces, and I feel a responsibility to make the space safe 

for younger people. 

Samantha (58), another white woman, commented: 

I certainly do not feel there’s any part of Joburg I couldn’t go to. I feel safe to be in all 

public spaces.  

Both Ayanda and Nomvula show how they must be constantly aware of their actions and 

behaviour in public spaces as queer women. For Nomvula, the homophobia that still occurs in 

South Africa and the high levels of violence inflicted upon non-heterosexual women mean that it 

is necessary to be conscious of how she expresses her sexual identity in public spaces, and she 

will not do anything that might bring attention to her and potentially cause her to experience 
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violence, hence her apprehension. As mentioned earlier, scholars such as Holland-Muter (2018) 

and Stephens (2018) highlight how black lesbian women engage in public spaces. Ayanda, for 

example, does feel safe to express her sexual identity, but only when she is with people she 

knows. She is aware that not everyone will be accepting of her sexuality, with the result that she 

is not completely comfortable to express it in public spaces. For black lesbians there is an extra 

calculation that they must make when expressing their sexuality. That calculation is ensuring that 

the spaces they are in are safe for them. This is especially true for lesbians who appear to be 

more masculine in their presentation and have a history of experiencing violence because of this 

(Holland- Muter, 2018). This highlights how queer black women must constantly regulate their 

bodies, as there is always a possibility of violence occurring. 

Lisa’s and Samantha’s experiences of being in public spaces are different from those of black 

queer women; Lisa acknowledges that this is because her class and her race safeguard her from 

the threat of violence when she expresses her sexual identity. Samantha not only feels safe to 

express her sexual identity in public spaces such as her workplace and in social gatherings; she 

even asserts that she is not afraid to occupy any spaces in Johannesburg. This is not a thought or 

an experience that any of my black participants mentioned when discussing how they express 

their bisexual identity in public spaces. Their experiences are influenced by how, historically, 

public spaces for black LGBTQI+ women were prohibited, especially in the suburbs and the city 

(Tucker, 2009), whereas the Immorality Act did not restrict white queer women’s movement and 

they did not have to fear the legal system. Tucker (2009) argues that the demarcation of public 

spaces for LGBTQI+ individuals was non-existent under apartheid, but white gay men were able 

to create or find public spaces for themselves such as bath houses and gay clubs. White queer 

women and  LGBTQI+ individuals of colour did not have the same good fortune, and they had to 
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negotiate how they expressed themselves in public spaces. The difference was that white queer 

women would not be arrested if they were deemed to be in violation of the Immortality Act, 

whereas black LGBTQI+ individuals would be. As a result, since the end of apartheid black 

queer women are always aware of the public spaces they occupy, while their white counterparts 

do not have to be aware of these spaces because of their racial privilege, which translates into 

their bodies not experiencing the violence and harassment that black queer women experience. 

This has influenced how white women continue to engage with public spaces as there is no fear 

of a possible threat of violence because of their sexuality, as is evident in Samantha’s comment.  

This is not to say that white women do not experience forms of homophobia or violence because 

of their sexuality but it is not reported or made visible at the same levels of black women. Race 

continues to have significance for how both groups of women engage with public spaces.  

As mentioned earlier, all my participants were middle-class, but even with this privileged status 

the black bisexual women who participated in the research must still regulate and conscientize 

their bodies to be non-threatening in relation to their sexual identity in public spaces. I relate to 

this experience, as over the years I have been aware of how I express my sexual identity in 

public spaces irrespective of whether it is deemed a ‘safe space’. The threat of violence is always 

present when you are a woman in South Africa, and the added layer of being a black queer 

woman has meant that my participants have trained themselves, as I have, to constantly be aware 

of their behaviour and actions in public spaces. Through their experiences of not always feeling 

safe in so-called safe spaces, my participants challenge the idea of safe spaces being siloed or 

immune from social factors such as race or class, which intersect with sexual identity and 

translate into differences between the racial groups and the agency of individuals in expressing 

their bisexuality.  
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6.5 Creating spaces for queer women. 

Social events hosted around the city of Johannesburg were mentioned by participants as spaces 

to be in community with other LGBTQI+ individuals. There were very few such spaces, and on 

digging deeper into their responses, I found that the spaces for queer women only became even 

smaller in number. Questions of safety in public spaces must always be considered for these 

women, and some queer women have come together to create safe spaces for themselves through 

pop-up events.20 As Karabo (22) commented:  

I think what I have noticed is that it is really hard to find safe queer spaces as a woman 

and that you have to create those spaces and find yourself with people who are also 

trying to create those spaces otherwise it will always be a house party.  

Another participant, Robyn, (28) commented: 

There are many parties that happen in Maboneng21 for queer individuals. Before 

lockdown I would attend Pussy Party in Maboneng and Braamfontein as well as ‘Same 

Sex Saturdays’. These events used to happen every three months or so and it is a safe 

space for queer women to come together and have fun.  

In my research into LGBTQI+ bars and clubs in Johannesburg, what I found was that there are 

more permanent gay bars for men than lesbian or bisexual bars for women. Examples of the gay 

bars and clubs are Beefcakes, Babylon and Trouble Bar. This does not mean that these spaces are 

 
20 Pop-up events are temporary, unexpected events in unique spaces. For the LGBTQI+ community these events are 

usually held in public spaces (bars, hotels, clubs, art galleries, etc.) around the Johannesburg CBD. They take place 

once a month or every three months, depending on who is organizing the event. These events have grown more 

frequent around the city, but they do not occur weekly and sometimes, depending on the finances of the organizers, 

do not occur.  
21 Maboneng is a neighbourhood in downtown Johannesburg. 
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not welcoming for other LBTQI+ individuals, but when I was socializing and observing 

individuals in these spaces, I found that white gay men mainly occupied them. When trying to 

locate lesbian bars and clubs I found only one bar, Priscilla’s, which is a drag queen bar that does 

cater for lesbian women but not every night. All the abovementioned bars and clubs are located 

in Illovo, a predominately white, middle- to upper-class neighbourhood in Johannesburg. This 

neighbourhood is called the ‘pink neighbourhood’, referring to it being an LGBTQI+-friendly 

space. It is a sought-after neighbourhood for many young professionals and creatives because of 

its proximity to the business centre of Sandton and to residential apartment blocks. A comparison 

of LGBTQI+ nightlife in this neighbourhood can be made with gay nightlife in India, as 

researched by Khubchandani (2020) and documented in his book Ishtyle: Accenting Gay Indian 

Nightlife, which explores the gay night scene in India and shows how the exclusionary, unequal 

systems of gender, caste and class play out in the LGBTQI+ safe spaces there, and how gay men 

are catered for, rather than other queer individuals, through dress codes that cater mainly to gay 

men’s desires and exclude others. I believe the same type of interaction occurs in the gay bars. In 

my observations while attending some of the gay bars and clubs in Illovo, one of the most 

obvious forms of inequality I noted in these spaces was gender. There were many more men in 

these spaces than women, and even when comparing these spaces to Melville spaces, gay men 

were dominant. In some of the clubs and bars in Illovo it was evident that these spaces were 

trying to attract gay men. On one of the nights when I went to Beefcakes, the theme of the party 

was ‘Sunshine in the Summer’, to celebrate the beginning of summer in Johannesburg. The cover 

charge was R150, and I observed a lot of gay men dressed in small briefs or trunks, many of 

them not wearing shirts. There were some women in the club who were dressed in shorts and T-

shirts that covered them up. A few women wore bikini tops, but that was minimal compared to 
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the men wearing trunks and no shirts. Around the club, servers were dressed in small briefs, and 

I noticed that they all had clean-shaven, toned bodies. This is consistent with other LGBTQI+ 

clubs I have gone to in Johannesburg and in Cape Town, where the male waiters and bartenders 

are usually good-looking, clean-shaven, muscled or toned individuals.  

The dress code is intentional in favouring a certain type of desirability of a body, usually a white 

cisgender gay man. Horton (2020) argues that a policing of bodies occurs in queer public spaces 

to reproduce the norm in society. This occurs through queer spaces favouring certain bodies (i.e. 

masculine bodies) and particular dress codes that reveal the ideal body in a flattering way. This is 

significantly influenced by the heteronormativity that historically has preferred white, 

cisgendered male bodies as the ideal. In Illovo, even though these clubs and bars market 

themselves as being open to all queer individuals, it is evident that some of them are still spaces 

that favour white gay men and produce a hierarchy of male cisgender bodies at the centre and 

other bodies at the margins of these spaces. This illustrates how even in safe spaces for 

LGBTQI+ individuals the centring of white men continues, which highlights how race and 

heteronormative roles influence LGBTQI+ spaces (Fox & Ore, 2010).  

In Illovo, black LGBTQI+ individuals do socialize in the bars and clubs in the area, but these 

tend to be middle-class individuals. Most of the black LGBTQI+ individuals I observed and had 

informal conversations with were tertiary-educated professional individuals who either lived in 

Illovo or could afford to be in the clubs and bars in this neighbourhood. The affordability of 

these spaces creates a class divide whereby, again, only a certain type of individual can access 

them. The spatial segregation of apartheid continues to influence how sexualities are orientated 

in different spaces (Steyn & Van Zyl, 2009) and this is evident in how a predominantly black 

middle-class LGBTQI+ cohort socializes with white LGBTQI+ individuals in Illovo, while in 
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Braamfontein and Melville, LGBTQI+ individuals of all races and classes socialize together and 

face the challenges present in these spaces. The intersections of race, class and gender reproduce 

themselves in LGBTQI+ nightlife and in other public spaces. This reproduction then creates a 

hierarchy where certain individuals are able to access some public spaces and others are not.  

Given the above exclusionary settings, queer women have created pop-up events that are curated 

with LBTQI+ women or femme individuals in mind. Examples of this, as mentioned by Robyn, 

Karabo and earlier by Sheila, are events that are held in bohemian spaces in the city and beyond 

the suburbs. Pussy Party is an ‘incubator’ and collective affirming space for queer individuals, 

women DJs and club culture in Johannesburg (Faku’gesi, 2019). It was originally founded in 

2016 as a space for femme and queer DJs to nurture their talent by performing in monthly club 

sessions, but has gone on to be a space that ‘advocates for a community of artists of all genders 

who are pro-pleasure, prioritizing self-love and a safe space for femme and queer women’ 

(Faku’gesi, 2019). The parties are attended by individuals of all races, but mainly by black queer 

women between the ages of 18 and 34. They are hosted around the city of Johannesburg in bars 

and clubs, which has made them more accessible to women from all economic backgrounds 

(since the ticket prices are not higher than R100) and allowed them to not feel alienated from the 

space. Having Pussy Party events in the city allows for race and class barriers to be removed and 

provides a space for individuals with multiple identities to feel comfortable socializing together. 

All my participants who mentioned Pussy Party spoke about it in an affirming manner, not only 

of their sexuality but also of their race and class. Sheila (29) commented: 

I actually enjoy Pussy Party because the event is usually somewhere in Braam or in town 

and you get to be around a lot of black gay women and queer individuals and I really 

enjoy that about their events because you get a lot of black people who are students, 
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grungy or rich lesbians from the north.22 

The fact of Pussy Party being a space for women from different backgrounds was highlighted by 

participants. In my observations I have also found it to be a space that does bring together a lot of 

black LBTQI+ women and queer individuals from different classes. Pussy Party is also one of 

the few LGBTQI+ spaces that is described as ‘a progressive femme-friendly event in 

Johannesburg that hopes to carve out a safe space where women and femmes can express and 

celebrate their femininity in whichever way they want’ (Bogatsu, 2016), meaning that it is 

accurate in advertising itself as a space for queer women or femme individuals. The events 

initially happened monthly, but over time they have occurred every second month. They are held 

in spaces such as Great Dane (a club), AGOG Gallery (an art gallery in Maboneng, in the 

Johannesburg CBD), Toasted (a restaurant) and Kitcheners (a bar). There is usually no entrance 

fee for women, but sometimes the venue might require an entrance fee. The events are usually 

centred on up-and-coming femme or women DJs playing a music set, and queer women and 

femmes come together to dance and socialize with each other. Before the pandemic occurred, I 

attended a few of the parties and spoke to one of the organizers. I asked why the parties had 

decreased to every second month. The organizer replied that unfortunately as a team23 they could 

not afford to host the parties every month without incurring a financial loss, so they had to host 

them every other month. This is quite different to the permanent spaces in Illovo such as 

Babylon and Beefcakes, which can host events not only monthly but weekly in their permanent 

spaces. This highlights the difficulties queer women have in accessing financial resources to 

create and sustain spaces for themselves, but also how public spaces are being used differently 

 
22 ‘The north’ refers to the northern suburbs of Johannesburg.  
23 Pussy Party is organized by Phatstoki and Rosie Parade. Both are queer women living in Johannesburg who host 

the event around the country. 
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by these women, shifting from permanence towards a flexible approach. This flexibility was 

helpful during the pandemic, as the events were hosted online on Instagram, which allowed them 

to still occur when face-to-face events were not possible.  

 

 

 

  

 

Figure 1: A flyer for a Pussy Party event hosted at Kitcheners bar. 

 

Figure 2: A flyer for a Pussy Party event hosted at Toasted restaurant. 

Same Sex Saturday is another pop-up space that ‘curates queer experiences’ for LGBTQI+ 

individuals (Perfect, 2017). It was founded by Andiswa Dlamini in Durban, and the idea behind 
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the events was to create ‘a safer space for the queer community to just enjoy and learn from each 

other’ (jhblive, n.d.). The space hosts parties and dinners catering for black LGBTQI+ youth, but 

is open to all individuals of different ages, races and sexual identities. It has an entrance fee of 

between R100 and R150 (Perfect, 2017). Same Sex Saturday started in Durban but has grown 

and is now also held in Johannesburg. In Johannesburg, the events are held mainly at different 

locations within the city such as the AGOG Gallery in Maboneng and the rooftop of the Reef 

Hotel. One of the Same Sex Saturday events I attended was hosted at the AGOG Gallery, which 

is a space for young contemporary artists to display their works, but also an event space. The 

youthful artistic focus of the gallery allows it to be a space for LGBTQI+ individuals to host 

events. At the event I attended, those present were women from different races and different 

classes of LGBTQI+ individuals from around the city. Some of the women I spoke to identified 

as cisgender, while others identified as transgender women who viewed Same Sex Saturday as a 

safe space. I spoke to one of these women (Partygoer X) and she said:  

I just love that it is a space for women by women and queer individuals. We are creating our own 

spaces, and we feel safe in them.  
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Figure 3: A flyer for a Same Sex Saturday event. 

 

Again, the idea of celebrating safe spaces for women is highlighted, but also how queer women 

are creating safe spaces for themselves to socialize in and are not waiting for others to do it for 

them. It must be noted that both pop-up events described above are organized by black and white 

queer women, who have been deliberate in creating spaces and hosting events around the city to 

which all queer women and femme individuals can have access and where they can feel 

comfortable. What I found interesting in my observations is how intentional the space has been 

created for these two groups of people and at the same time it is open to having others (i.e. gay 

masculine men and others) in the space as long as they recognise that the space is catered 

towards the above-mentioned groups and that will not change. This for me shows how they are 

intentional about trying to be inclusive of all LGBTQI+ individuals while centring queer women.  

Queer women have also used private spaces to build community, by having dinners and private 

parties in the homes of friends or their families. Earlier Karabo commented that the difficulty of 

finding safe public spaces for queer women has resulted in her attending more house parties. 
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This brings to the fore how LGBTQI+ individuals, especially queer women, use private space to 

socialize with other queer women. Robyn (28) commented:  

One of my friends has created a space in which she hosts queer events at her house. 

People usually come through to watch queer films or have queer artists perform and 

then there is a discussion on the films or with the artist. This space has been great for me 

in meeting other queer individuals in Johannesburg.  

Historically under apartheid, white and black lesbian women socialized in the homes of other 

lesbian women or queer individuals to avoid being arrested because of the homophobic and racist 

laws in South Africa (Gevisser, 1994). Even though the laws against homosexuality have been 

removed post-apartheid, the high levels of violence that are inflicted upon women, specifically 

queer women, have increased. As seen in the earlier comments of my participants, the constant 

awareness of safety in public spaces has in some instances resulted in queer women socializing 

in private homes with other queer individuals, or building community with those outside who are 

not queer; this allows for the threat of violence to be minimized as queer women feel safe in the 

private homes or with people they know. Livermon (2012) terms this work ‘cultural labour’ (i.e., 

talking and building community in a reciprocal manner with neighbours by knowing who they 

and their families are, so that you are not viewed as different or a threat to them) which is a 

practice in which queer individuals challenge the multiple forms of prejudice and homophobia 

by building community with other queer individuals or those who are their allies. In my research 

I found that most of my participants who favoured socializing in private homes were individuals 

in relationships, or individuals over the age of twenty-five who did not always want to be in 

clubs or bars. Lisa (34) commented: 
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I don’t always want to go out to restaurants and clubs. I mean I am in my thirties, what 

am I doing in a club? So, I like to have my friends over and have dinners or watch 

movies with each other. I find it cheaper and also it eliminates any issues we might have 

as queer women if people have looks or if they might do anything. 

Another reason for women socializing and building community in private spaces such as the 

home is because, as mentioned earlier, LGBTQI+ public spaces, especially those for lesbian and 

queer women, are limited. Women constantly face the threat of violence and harassment in 

public because their bodies are viewed as objects to be acted upon without consent. Combined 

with the heteronormativity that persists in South African society, queer women are constantly 

challenged in expressing their sexual identity in public and therefore are regulated in their 

performance of their identity. The private home allows queer women to be able to express their 

sexual identity without fear, build community with others, and create safe spaces for each other. 

It must be noted, though, that this is contingent on the private home being a safe space. As 

mentioned earlier, the home is not always a safe space (as seen in the high number of cases of 

GBV during the Covid-19 pandemic). Therefore, in order for queer women to feel safe in the 

home, they usually must have financial resources to create a space for themselves and for others.  

6.6  Safe spaces online  

Another safe space that has been created for LGBTQI+ individuals is online, which has opened 

up for individuals to socialize, learn, explore and express their thoughts. This has translated into 

the internet playing a crucial role in identity development for some marginalized sexualities and 

gender youth (DeHaan et al., 2013) as it is an affirming place. Online affirmation has grown to 

include all LGBTQI+ individuals claiming their sexual identity openly, as mentioned in the 
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previous chapter, but this space has also been helpful in enabling individuals to establish 

friendships and build networks with others. One of the online groups I joined for my research 

was AmBi, a global group that describes itself as ‘a space for visible, proud, and 

unapologetically bi community’ (AmBi n.d.). The group is open to bi-allies as well, but centres 

itself as a space for bisexual individuals. Since it is a global group, it has multiple chapters online 

(through a Facebook group), and one of them is in Johannesburg. This chapter meets up in 

various parts of Johannesburg and hosts a range of activities, such as attending art exhibitions, 

having picnics, holding discussions online, or going out for drinks as a group. After being 

screened and being accepted into the group, I was able to have online and face-to-face 

conversations with other bisexual individuals. During some of the gatherings I attended it 

became apparent to me how important some of my fellow bisexual individuals found this chapter 

to be. One of my participants, Mpho (35), whom I met through this group, spoke of how 

important the group was for her:  

I really love going to the AmBi events a lot. I think it is such an important space for 

bisexuals and just bisexuals. We don’t have a lot of those in the queer space so to be 

around others who are like you is so meaningful and helpful to me. 

For Mpho, having a space such as AmBi has not only affirmed her sexual identity, but provided 

a space where bisexuals are at the centre of the group, in a space exclusively curated for bisexual 

individuals, which she finds important. Barker and Langdridge (2008) have highlighted the 

invisibility that bisexual individuals face within the LGBTQI+ community. This is mainly 

because bisexuality is not viewed as a legitimate sexual identity, as it does not fit into the 

hetero/homo binary. This illegitimacy then produces a form of invisibility of bisexuality and is 

reproduced in LGBTQI+ spaces, where there are very few spaces that are for bisexual 
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individuals. The creation of AmBi challenges this invisibility by claiming a public space for 

bisexual individuals that affirms their sexual identity and creates a space of validation for them.  

Beth (28) also highlighted the importance of the online space for her as a bisexual individual by 

saying:  

I have found that in some of the bars, clubs or with other gay friends I hang out with, 

they will question my sexuality and sometimes say I am a lesbian even though I have said 

I am a bisexual… I really enjoy watching videos on YouTube and Facebook that really 

show bisexuals in a positive light which is important for me. 

Beth highlights Yoshino’s (2000) argument about the multiple forms of erasure that a bisexual 

experiences both in public spaces and in so-called safe spaces with other queer individuals. 

Within both spaces, a bisexual woman’s sexuality is questioned from a heteronormative 

perspective, and then is erased and translated into a limited (lesbian) understanding of sexual 

identity. For Beth, the online space is a refuge from this form of erasure and allows for her 

bisexuality to be validated without negative connotations. 

One of the most used online spaces is social media, and some of the biggest social media 

platforms used are X (formerly known as Twitter), YouTube and Instagram. As mentioned in 

Chapter 4, LGBTQI+ individuals have used the online space to come out and build community 

with other LGBTQI+ individuals. This is critically important for LGBTQI+ individuals who may 

not have disclosed their sexual identity to their own family and friends, as the online space 

allows them to be honest about their identity, share with others online and build potential 

friendships and networks with other LGBTQI+ individuals. For some of my participants who 

had not come out, the online space was incredibly important as it allowed them to be open about 
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a part of themselves, which they could not do physically with family and friends. One of the 

spaces that most of my participant mentioned was Twitter. Amanda (21) commented: 

I really enjoy using Twitter and I follow people who are queer or who are bisexual. I 

actually have built friendships, and we talk about stuff I guess that I cannot talk or ask 

my family about. 

Another participant, Lindiwe (21), also uses Twitter to follow queer individuals: 

There’s a bunch of people I follow on Twitter who are part of the alphabet gang24… I 

think social media is where I get the most support. It’s the place where I’ve gotten the 

most indirect and direct support. 

When I probed Lindiwe further on the different types of support she gets, she mentioned the 

following: 

I think for me I will ask them questions about anything queer and they give me advice, 

but also, I think seeing other people being queer or bisexual shows me I can do it as 

well. For me coming from a conservative Christian household it is very difficult to speak 

on my sexuality, so it is always good to get this type of support. 

For younger LGBTQI+ individuals, online spaces such as social media have provided a ‘safe 

space’ to be able to express their sexual identity, as they are not able to have that in physical 

spaces (Lucero, 2017). This has resulted in a significant part of their lives existing online. Craig 

and McInroy (2014) have argued that online spaces have become safe spaces for LGBTQI+ 

individuals to form a part of their identity, as seen in the comments of both Lindiwe and 

 
24 Alphabet gang refers to individuals of the LGBTQI+ community and the first letters used to describe the different 

sexualities  
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Amanda, as Twitter is a space that allows them to be able to learn, discover and share 

experiences and knowledge about their sexual identity, which they cannot do with their families.  

Another social media space that was mentioned was Instagram. Participants mentioned using this 

platform to communicate and share important information with other LGBTQI+ individuals. 

Jennifer (33) mentioned how she specifically follows bisexual individuals on Instagram. She 

commented: 

I actually do follow bisexual individuals or groups on Instagram that are for bisexual 

people. I like seeing people who are openly bi and have the bi flag as their profile photo 

or they post stuff related to queer information. Like one posted about what it means to be 

bisexual and the different meanings, and then she posted where trans individuals can get 

their hormone shots. I like sharing that kind of information.  

The importance of representation in public spaces has been noted as a positive factor in identity 

development. For Jennifer, seeing bisexual individuals on her Instagram feed has had a positive 

effect on her not only in terms of representation, but also in terms of understanding what 

bisexuality is and moving away from the misinformation about this sexual identity. This form of 

representation is important for LGBTQI+ individuals who, in using the online space, see 

themselves represented in a positive manner in different contexts, which can shift the stigma or 

their negative perception about their sexual identity (Mainardi & Pavan, 2020), as it does for 

Jennifer. Social media has also become a space of sharing news and critical information and 

raising awareness about numerous issues affecting LGBTQI+ individuals (Fox & Ralston, 2016). 

Jennifer, like other LGBTQI+ individuals, has used the numerous online public platforms to 

share news and information relating to her that may not be disseminated on traditional 
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communication platforms (e.g., television news, newspapers, etc.).  

Amongst my participants who did mention online spaces, I observed how when speaking of 

these spaces and the people they follow, a sense of warmth came over their faces. This was 

especially true for participants who had not disclosed to their family or some of their friends. The 

online space was a ‘safe space’ for them to be able to share and express their sexual identity. 

Amanda commented:  

I remember when I was younger, I told my mom about me liking both girls and boys and 

she discouraged me against it. I have not told her that I have dated men and women as I 

know she will not approve. I don’t share that with her or my family, but I do have friends 

in person and online who I share with. 

Nabeelah (25) said: 

I am from a Muslim household, and I know I can’t talk to my aunt about this stuff. She 

just wouldn’t understand, and I don’t have energy for that. I usually share and tell my 

other friends, or I share on my Facebook groups that I am a part of. 

The online public space has become not only a space for individuals to share and network with 

each other, but an important communication tool to build community, educate, raise awareness 

and create safe spaces for LGBTQI+ individuals to be able to share and express their sexual 

identity.  

6.7 Conclusion  

This chapter has described the private and public spaces that my participants socialized in to 
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build community, raise awareness and have fun with others. In the many different public and 

private spaces participants engaged in, their multiple intersectional identities came to the fore. 

These identities shape where and how they express and perform their bisexual identity. For 

women living in South Africa the threat of violence and harassment is prevalent in both public 

and private spaces, and this has forced women to regulate their bodies in public so as to not be 

viewed as potential victims. This is, of course, in contradiction to the rights that have been won 

for LGBTQI+ individuals to express and claim their sexuality in public and private spaces. There 

continues to be a negotiation of race and class for black queer women in public spaces; other 

queer women have challenged this by creating spaces for each other. These spaces have been 

created to reimagine the public space as a space to foster community and socialization, where all 

marginalized LGBTQI+ individuals are centred and not confined to the margins. However, 

within these spaces some of my participants have still faced forms of biphobia, violence and a 

regulation of their sexuality. It must be noted that my research revealed how the ways in which 

black and white bisexual women expressed and performed their sexuality differed, as the white 

bisexual women were able to benefit from their race and class identities, in relation to which the 

threat of violence was not as high as it was for black bisexual women. But the constant 

delegitimizing of bisexuality still occurs for white women as well as for black women. This has 

forced the bisexual women involved in my research and other LGBTQI+ individuals to use the 

online public space as another safe space to socialize, build community and raise awareness with 

other LGBTQI+ individuals. For my participants, especially the younger ones, the online space 

has been important in building community. For other participants, the online space has been 

important in finding community and in seeing representations of other bisexual individuals that 

may not be present in their offline lives.  
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Chapter 7: Biphobia, Stigma, and Sexual Violence and Harassment of 

Bisexuals  

7.1  Introduction 

The violence and harassment that LGBTQI+ individuals have experienced globally and on the 

African continent has been documented over the past few decades, as referenced in previous 

chapters. This documentation has not properly shown the extent of the violence, as LGBTQI+ 

individuals have not always reported it. This is because in some countries being queer is illegal 

and therefore there is no way to access justice. In countries where legal rights have been afforded 

to LGBTQI+ individuals, access to justice continues to be a challenge as negative ideologies and 

stigmatization of LGBTQI+ individuals persist, making it difficult to obtain the full justice 

desired (Hussain, 2020). When looking more deeply at the analysis of the violence inflicted, 

what also becomes clear is that the focus has been on violence against lesbian and gay 

individuals and recently against transgender individuals. Not enough attention has been given to 

the forms of violence that other queer groups face, in this case bisexual women.  

This chapter will look at the multiple forms of discrimination that my participants faced in 

relation to their sexual identity. The chapter will argue that bisexual individuals experience a 

specific type of discrimination that is different from the experiences of other queer individuals or 

groups. I will show how this violence comes from both within and outside LGBTQI+ spaces. It 

is informed by the non-binary identity that bisexuality occupies, which poses a challenge to the 

norm of how sexuality is understood, creating friction and difficulties for bisexual individuals in 

expressing and disclosing their sexual identity. The chapter will look at my participants’ 

experience of this violence and how this has shaped their identity. Finally, the chapter will go 
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into detail about the experiences of violence and harassment that my participants have had, and 

how these experiences speak to the experiences of cisgendered women in general in South 

Africa. 

7.2 Multiple forms of bisexual discrimination  

As discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, bisexual individuals experience multiple forms of 

discrimination that come from various spaces and individuals in society. For my research 

participants, this discrimination has come from friends, family and other queer individuals too. 

This form of discrimination is called biphobia. Biphobia is defined as a form of prejudice and 

dislike for individuals who identify as bisexual (Weiss, 2011). It expresses itself through sets of 

stereotypes that constantly question the legitimacy of bisexuality (Rust, 2000). One of the 

reasons why this phobia occurs is because of the monosexism that exists in society which 

presumes that an individual can only be attracted to one gender, creating a binary understanding 

of sexuality (Roberts et al., 2015). Bisexuality challenges this binary, and the response to that has 

been discrimination, harassment which is reflected in ways of thinking, and the deligitimisation 

of it. The result of this has been that bisexual individuals doubt themselves and form a self-

hatred about their sexuality, because of the biphobia and their sense of dislocation from both the 

heterosexual and homosexual communities. Some bisexual women have questioned their identity 

and resisted the label of bisexuality, as they fear the phobia (Borver et al., 2001). All my 

participants said that they experienced some form of biphobia when discussing or disclosing 

their bisexual identity. Nabeelah (25) commented: 

I have been called a double adapter … Also, I have been told that I’m greedy and that I 

am confused. 
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Pumla (26) commented: 

My experience of biphobia is that people will say that I’m greedy and why do I have to 

like both men and women? Are there not enough women for me to like instead of men?  

The use of the derogatory term ‘double adapter’ indicates the idea that because Nabeelah is 

bisexual, she can be in a relationship with both men and women. This speaks to the idea of 

bisexuals being easily adaptable and switching between liking males and females, and not being 

‘stable’ in whom they like. This has led to the idea of bisexuality being linked to the idea of 

mental instability, as it is thought that bisexuals cannot ‘choose a side’. The discrimination that 

Nabeelah mentions comes from not fully understanding the fluidity of bisexuality, and it seeks to 

reinforce the binary concept of sexuality by using derogatory words. However, a few of my 

participants, especially those who were younger, did experience some positive feedback when 

disclosing. Amanda (24) commented: 

So far, the people who I have told have been cool with it [her sexual identity]. I have 

only told my friends or close people though as I don’t know about my family and older 

people.  

The positive feedback is informed by the way in which younger people are not limited to the 

hetero/homo binary, and give themselves permission to explore and experiment with their 

sexuality (i.e., being queer, pansexual25, etc.) (Galupo et al., 2018). A shift has occurred over 

time, with younger LGBTQI+ individuals challenging historical ideas of how they should or 

should not behave; this could be seen in the previous chapter on coming out, where younger 

 
25 Pansexual refers to a person who is sexually, emotionally, romantically, or spiritually attracted to others, 

regardless of biological sex, gender expression (of masculine or feminine characteristics), or sexual orientation 

(Sprott & Benoit Hadcock, 2018) 
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participants did not feel the need to disclose while older participants still felt the need to do so 

and the importance of disclosing their sexual identity. As LGBTQI+ issues are discussed more in 

public spaces and more people are accepting of these identities, younger LGBTQI+ individuals 

have space to explore their sexual identity and not be constricted by the binary.  

Nabeelah and Pumla both mentioned the word ‘greedy’ in their comments. This is one of the 

most frequently used negative words to describe bisexual individuals and comes from the 

assumption that bisexual individuals do not want to choose between the genders and would 

rather be in relationship with all genders, which is viewed as selfish (Boyer & Galupo, 2015). 

This way of thinking is a form of monosexism as it assumes individuals will only be attracted to 

one gender, whereas bisexuality challenges this. There is also an element of bisexuals being 

greedy and not being satisfied with one sexual identity. Pumla’s comment indicates how those 

around her are shocked that she cannot just pick one side and stop having this sexual identity. 

The other negative aspect of the use of the term ‘greedy’ is that it assumes that a bisexual 

individual is someone who cannot be monogamous. I followed up with Nabeelah and Pumla, 

asking if they had ever been accused of being non-monogamous when discussing their sexual 

identity. Nabeelah said: 

All the time. People just think that I am just a slut and that I cannot be in a relationship 

with one individual. People just think as a bisexual I am just having relationships with 

lots of people at the same time which is crazy! 

Bisexuality has always been associated with the stigma of individuals being promiscuous (Barker 

& Langdridge, 2008). Most of my participants, regardless of race, said that they had been 

accused of being promiscuous. Nabeelah mentioned the word ‘slut’ that had been used in some 
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of the expressions of biphobia she had experienced. When women engage in non-monogamous 

relationships they are viewed as sluts, because a woman is meant to be faithful to her partner 

(Farvid et al., 2017). Men do not experience the same discrimination that women face if they 

behave in a way that is deemed as ‘not appropriate’ in relation to their sexuality, which speaks to 

the regulation of women’s sexual practices and a double standard that exists. Since bisexual 

individuals are attracted to more than one gender, it is assumed that the attraction to multiple 

individuals occurs at the same time. I believe that this way of thinking contributes to the 

misunderstanding of what bisexuality is, and fuels the stigma around this sexual identity, thus, as 

stated in Chapter 4, making it difficult for individuals to disclose (McLean, 2007; Schrimshaw et 

al., 2018). 

In the research done on bisexual individuals, polyamory has been one of the topics brought up 

when discussing bisexual individuals in a positive manner (Rust, 2003). Some research has 

shown how bisexuality pushes for a shift towards the inclusion of polyamory when looking at the 

types of relationships that individuals can have romantically. One of the underpinnings of 

heteronormativity is monogamy and marriage with one partner, as this ensures the reproduction 

of the nuclear family, which is more common in society than other types of family structure 

(Lynch & Maree, 2013). Polyamory moves away from this type of partnership, hence it 

destabilises heteronormativity. Bisexuality challenges heteronormativity in this way by arguing 

for attraction to more than one gender and more than one type of romantic relationship with 

individuals. This has helped to slowly destigmatize polyamorous relationships, which in turn has 

influenced the destigmatisation of bisexuality. Two of my participants mentioned that they were 

polyamorous. When I asked them if their bisexuality influenced the types of relationships they 

had, Camilla (33) commented: 
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It probably has. I think just being queer allows one to think out of the box of what type of 

relationships one can have.  

Lisa (34) commented: 

For me being bisexual and poly are my identities that overlap and inform each other. I 

am someone who is attracted to more than one gender and someone who chooses to be 

in more than one relationship and disclose that to my partners.  

Queer relationships allow for individuals to begin to question monogamy as the norm, and re-

orientate themselves to other forms of relationships, as evident with Camilla who feels it has 

given her the courage to be different and claim that difference publicly. Being queer allows for 

individuals to not ‘fall in line’, but instead question the norm and orientate themselves differently 

if they choose (Ahmed, 2006). In Lisa’s case, she recognizes how both her bisexual and 

polyamorous identities inform who she is and have allowed her to be attracted to different 

genders. Bisexuality falls under the umbrella of queer identities, but I think it allows for 

individuals to be able to explore multiple aspects of sexual norms or practices that are outside of 

what is deemed acceptable, especially for women. It is no coincidence that Lisa and Camilla are 

both in their thirties and have been exposed to different types of relationships than just 

monogamy. This is in line with other research which has shown how queer individuals are more 

interested in different types of relationships (Carlström & Andersson, 2019; Gusmano, 2018). 

Bisexuality advocates for an expansive understanding of relationships and sexual identities. 

The investment in the hetero/homo binary reflects itself clearly in the derogatory responses that 

bisexual individuals receive when disclosing their sexual identity. One of the main responses my 

participants mentioned as part of the discrimination they have experienced is the demand to 



191 

 

‘choose a side’, which comes from the idea that bisexual individuals cannot just date men or 

women, but must make a decision about which group they want to partner with romantically and 

not date individuals from both groups. This, of course, is informed by the maintenance and 

regulation of the hetero/homo binary, which, as mentioned in previous chapters, is enforced not 

only by the heterosexual community but also by the homosexual community (Hemmings, 2002). 

The idea of ‘choosing a side’ also highlights the belief that bisexual individuals are non-

monogamous and cannot be with only one person. This was highlighted by one of my 

participants, Beth (28), who said: 

For me, the usual always happens when I tell people I am bisexual. They assume that I 

am greedy and selfish because I am saying that I am not only attracted to women but 

also men. With lesbians I sometimes feel guilty and feel that I am not gay enough. 

Dineo (22) commented: 

People just always think I am just dating everyone all the time and that I must decide 

who is it that I want to be with.  

All the above derogatory comments speak to the idea of an ‘epistemic contract of erasure’ of 

bisexuality, a term coined by Yoshino (2000, p. 1) and discussed in the literature review in 

Chapter 2. In the instances of Dineo and Beth, a form of social erasure is taking place, as people 

would like them both to ‘choose a side’ between being heterosexual or homosexual and not be 

fluid, which is how a bisexual identity can be described. The erasure happens through others not 

recognizing how Dineo and Beth identify as bisexuals who will not ‘choose a side’, which results 

in their bisexuality being delegitimized. I asked Dineo and Beth if they received these comments 

from both heterosexual and homosexual individuals such as friends, family or colleagues, and 
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they said yes, they did. Many of my participants have experienced this form of erasure from both 

groups, highlighting the investment that both groups have in the hetero/homo binary. This binary 

no longer serves the expansive sexual orientations that have moved out of the shadows and 

claimed space, such as a pansexual identity, which, just like bisexual identity, still faces 

discrimination within the LGBTQI+ community (Feinstein et al., 2020). This is illustrated in 

Beth’s comment when she mentions that some of her lesbian friends feel that she is ‘not gay 

enough’, because she identifies as being bisexual. In this instance there is an individual erasure 

that occurs, as Beth herself feels a sense of guilt because lesbians have questioned the legitimacy 

of her sexual identity; but there is also a social erasure, since lesbian women do not consider her 

to be ‘gay enough’ because of her sexual preferences.  

7.3.  Investment in the binary and heteropatriarchy 

As discussed in Chapter 4, there are significant frictions between lesbian women and bisexual 

women. This is influenced by the fact that some members of the queer community feel that 

bisexual individuals can opt out of being part of the community by being in what appear to be 

heterosexual relationships, and therefore do not face the same form of discrimination as other 

queer individuals who cannot do that (Ghabrial, 2019). This, as mentioned in the previous 

chapter, is seen as a form of ‘passing’. What is interesting to note is that many of my participants 

highlighted how lesbian women did not want to be with them if they had previously slept with 

men. Dineo commented:  

I came out to a woman I was dating, and she said to me that she does not want to have 

sex with me anymore as she doesn’t want to be where a man has been.  
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Another participant, Zinzi (29), said: 

I was with a woman and once I told her that I had slept with men previously she said she 

could not be with me any longer as she cannot be with a woman who has been with a 

man. 

Flanders and Hatfield (2014) talk about the ‘one drop’ rule when discussing sexual identities. 

This rule has been adopted from the practices of racial segregation in the USA, where if a person 

had one parent who was black, they were assumed to be black and not biracial. Based on their 

data, Flanders and Hatfield argue that a form of biphobia occurs through the ‘one drop rule’, 

where lesbian women will not sleep with bisexual women because they have slept with a man in 

the past. As highlighted in Chapter 4, lesbian women have been apprehensive about dating 

bisexual women for various reasons, but with that apprehension a form of biphobia develops in 

which some lesbian women will not be romantic in any way with a woman who has been with a 

man. Another participant, Sheila (29), commented: 

I was in a feminist reading group and when I told the lesbian women in the group that I 

was bisexual and not lesbian they said, ‘you’re still addicted to the oppressor’. It was 

just so shocking to me to be honest to get that kind of feedback. 

When I asked Sheila how it felt to receive that response, she said: 

It was kind of weird because they made me seem like being a bisexual is just like being 

stupid and why would I choose this.  

The biphobia that occurs amongst feminist lesbian women is linked to the idea that being with a 

man romantically indicates a level of submission to the patriarchy. As stated in the literature 
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review in Chapter 2, political lesbians argue that to gain equality, women must reject all forms of 

patriarchy and heteronormativity. They believe that women must not be in heterosexual 

relationships with men as this supports the subordination of women, as shown in the response 

Sheila received. Bisexuality can look from the outside as if women are still choosing to engage 

in heterosexuality, as they can be attracted to men. This type of feminism continues to conflict 

with bisexual women and their beliefs and practices and comes out in the comment that Sheila 

received. Many of my participants said that a lot of the biphobia they experienced came from 

lesbian women, which was confusing to them. One of my participants, Robyn (28), made a 

poignant comment when I asked her why lesbian women engage in this form of biphobia: 

I think being a bisexual offers a space to truly move outside of the boundaries and I think 

for lesbian women some of those boundaries are a form of protection from multiple 

forms of violence they have experienced, and so looking past boundaries is not always 

going to be easy.  

The historical violence inflicted upon lesbian women in South Africa, specifically those who are 

black, has had a lasting impact on these women that has made them apprehensive about being in 

relationships with bisexual women. The creation of the boundaries of sexual identities 

(hetero/homo), as mentioned by Robyn, allows for a space where lesbian women do not have to 

engage with men and the potential threat of violence. This then causes conflict with bisexual 

women who move beyond the boundaries and are viewed as bringing potential harm into 

women’s spaces such as lesbian romantic relationships. This has resulted in the distrust and 

constant questioning of bisexual women. 

What was interesting to note with all my participants is how they experienced the most forms of 



195 

 

biphobia from other queer individuals rather than from heterosexual individuals. This is not to 

say that they did not experience affirmations from other queer individuals, especially my 

younger participants as mentioned earlier; nonetheless, they still received a significant amount of 

discrimination from other queer individuals. It is understandable why some lesbian and gay 

individuals would want to continue to invest in the binary, as it has brought about political and 

social recognition and this is important in the context of South Africa, which operates in terms of 

a binary model when looking at sex or gender.  

For my participants, the biphobia that they experienced from heterosexual individuals was 

different from that experienced by other queer individuals. One of the main forms of biphobia 

coming from cisgender men that participants mentioned was the comments about ‘threesomes. 

Participants highlighted how when they disclosed their bisexuality to men, many of the men 

would respond in ways which suggested that they (the women) would be open to a threesome. 

An example of this is what Zinzi said:  

I just cannot tell guys about my bisexuality. It is so annoying because they will just look 

at me different in a sexual manner and so many of them have said to me, ‘would I be 

open to threesomes?’ It is just so disappointing how men always think of themselves and 

how they would immediately go to that conclusion. 

Another participant, Lindiwe (21), said: 

Whenever I tell men about my bisexuality, they immediately think that I have had 

threesomes before or that I am open to a threesome… just because I am bisexual they 

think that I am somehow into threesomes. It is crazy!! 
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When looking at the biphobia that my participants experienced from heterosexual individuals, in 

this case cisgender heterosexual males, it is evident that it occurs through the devaluing of 

bisexuality by inserting the male gaze into the discussion. This is highly influenced by the 

‘compulsory heterosexuality’ (Rich, 1983, p. 2) that all individuals must adhere to, even if they 

are in queer relationships. There must be an element of heterosexuality present in queer 

relationships, and that is why Zinzi and Lindiwe receive the responses quoted above. The 

devaluing of bisexuality occurs when the assumption is made that being a bisexual means that 

these women will immediately be open to threesomes (Alarie & Gaudet, 2013). References to 

threesomes are not new as a of form of harassment that bisexuals experience, but what is 

interesting to note is that this discrimination is directed mainly towards bisexual women and not 

bisexual men. Bisexual men are not sexualized in the same way as bisexual women are, as the 

sexuality of men is not regulated in the same way as it is for women (Fahs, 2009). Ayanda (25) 

made this comment: 

I always look at how bisexual women are asked about threesomes, but bisexual men are 

not… men who sleep with both men and women are just considered gay, but women are 

viewed as bisexual and open to threesomes.  

Even though my research did not consider bisexual men, it is important to note that the form of 

invisibility they experience occurs through completely ignoring bisexuality amongst men and 

assuming that they are homosexual instead of bisexual (Fahs, 2009). For bisexual women, the 

devaluing of bisexuality occurs when they are expected to participate in a ‘performative 

bisexuality’, especially in public, by kissing and being affectionate towards another woman. This 

is informed by how bisexual women have been represented in film, television and literature, 

where their sexual identity has either been invisible (i.e., they are immediately assumed to be 
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lesbian after having had long relationships with men) or in service to male sexual desires (i.e., 

women kissing and being sensual with each other while a man is watching) (Barker & 

Langdridge, 2008). This means that in the media a woman’s sexual identity is never hers but 

always commodified for the male gaze. This was true for Zinzi, because when she disclosed her 

sexual identity to the men she was with, they immediately looked at her differently in a much 

more sexual manner over which she had no control and which she did not consent to, but which 

was allowed because they assumed that if she was bisexual she must be ‘greedy’ and therefore 

open to having threesomes with a man. This attitude is informed by the phallocentric perspective 

on sexuality in society in which there must be a male perspective included wherever women’s 

sexuality is concerned, and an acceptable display of a woman’s sexual identity means that she 

must be in service to the sexual desires of men and be attractive to them (Grant, 2018). 

Lindiwe’s comment illustrates this, because when she discloses her sexual identity, her male 

friends assume that she has had or is open to threesomes because of her bisexuality. It cannot be 

the case that she is monogamous, or that even if she is not monogamous, she would have 

threesomes with another woman and not with a man. This, too, speaks to the heteronormativity 

that regulates a woman’s sexuality.  

Another example was given by Mpho (35), who said: 

Whenever I tell black men that I like women they immediately say that dick is a great 

thing and that I have not experienced the right dick and that is why I am interested in 

women.  

 Another participant, Kefilwe (26), commented: 

I will tell guys that I like girls and boys and then they will say ‘so you like girls?’ and I 
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will say yes, and then they will say ‘but you also like boys’, and I will say yes, and then 

they will ask if I like them and I will say no and then they will say ‘why don’t you like me 

I am a boy’. It is just like, why are you not listening to me, and your head is crazy. 

As Mpho’s comment shows, the phallocentric perspective on sexuality means that the phallus 

must be part of any romantic relationship that a woman chooses to engage in. When Mpho 

discloses her sexual identity the response makes bisexuality invisible, as she does not say that 

she is only interested in women (i.e., lesbian women), but the fact that she is bisexual and is 

interested in male and female and gender-non-conforming individuals elicits a response that she 

has just not found the right penis to pleasure her. This falls in line with the idea that being a 

bisexual is just a phase or a form of experimentation (Flanders & Hatfield, 2014), and the 

individual needs to ‘choose a side’ or, in this example, get some ‘good penis.’ Bisexuality is 

constantly defending its legitimacy as a form of sexuality, which is frustrating for my 

participants I interviewed.  

Mpho only speaks about the responses of black men when discussing her sexuality. She has 

experienced some black men being negative towards her sexual identity, and through this a 

negative racialization of male identity occurs where it is assumed that all black men will have the 

same response. I asked her in a follow-up interview if white men responded in the same way, and 

she said: 

I don’t know as I do not have many white male friends. I just get stares from white men if 

I am being affectionate with a woman in public, which is the same with everybody. black 

men are the ones who have told me how they feel, even if they are not my friends and we 

are just having conversations in public.  
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The fact that black men, regardless of whether or not they are Mpho’s friends, give her this 

negative response speaks to how black women’s sexuality is viewed as existing for others’ 

approval or for consumption by a man (Baderoon, 2014). In the South African context, of course, 

white women also have their sexuality discussed in public. For black women, though, the history 

of public scrutiny and violation they have experienced because of their bodies and their 

sexuality, and the negative responses they receive from black men, are just a continuation of the 

public regulation of black women’s bodies.  

Kefilwe’s comment also reflects the idea of a man being present, because her encounter with the 

men she was in conversation with shows how men cannot understand why she is not interested in 

them as potential romantic partners, even though she has said that she dates both girls and boys. 

What is interesting to note is the different responses that my participants received from lesbian 

women and cisgender heterosexual men. Lesbian women do not want to engage with bisexual 

women, as they do not believe they are ‘gay enough’ because they are still attracted to men, 

while cisgender men do not have a problem with bisexuality if they (the men) are still present in 

the romantic engagement. Both responses question the legitimacy of bisexuality by questioning 

the validity of the experience.  

The idea of threesomes also trivializes bisexual desire, as it assumes that a bisexual individual 

always wants to be in these types of engagement and cannot be with one single partner in a 

sexual manner. For the bisexual women I interviewed, and even for queer women more broadly, 

the possibility of being in a romantic relationship where a man is not included, or not at the 

centre of the relationship, goes against the current norms and nature of our heteropatriarchal 

society. This difference must again be regulated in some way, and in the case of bisexual women 

this is done by suggesting threesomes to them as a way to pull them back into the male gaze of 
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sexual desire while also questioning the ability of a bisexual individual to be monogamous. 

Karabo (21) commented: 

…telling men or women [about her bisexual identity] is never easy. Women just think it 

is a phase and that you are just being bi-curious or a lesbian, and men just want you to 

be part of their threesomes or sexual ideas. It is just so frustrating because either way 

you’re screwed. 

Karabo highlights another form of erasure that bisexual individuals experience, and that is the 

idea that bisexuality is a temporary phase that an individual is going through and that they will 

‘fall in line’ by becoming either hetero or homo. This form of erasure happens for all bisexuals, 

but again there are differences between the genders. In the case of bisexual men, no space is 

given for them to be able to be bi-curious about their sexual identity. This is informed by the idea 

that a man’s sexual identity is a lot more rigid and fixed than a woman’s, and therefore he can 

only be heterosexual or homosexual. In this instance the ‘one drop rule’ is used against bisexual 

men, because once they have had a same-sex experience they are not deemed to be bisexual but 

are immediately viewed as homosexual (Alarie & Gaudet, 2013). For bisexual women, the 

experience is different, because they could have one experience of being intimate with another 

woman and they are not then assumed to be lesbian or even bisexual but are assumed to be 

experimenting and not claiming a specific identity. Research has shown how women do not 

consider themselves to be bisexual or lesbian even though they have had an intimate (emotional 

or sexual) experience with another woman (Walker, 2014). For these women, this one experience 

does not make them queer, but rather still heterosexual even though their sexual practices differ 

from what a heterosexual identity might look like. It is with this thinking in mind that when a 

woman engages in both same-sex and opposite-sex romantic relationships and chooses to claim a 
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bisexual identity, her behaviour is viewed as just a phase, or a form of curiosity to explore her 

sexual identity, but she is still heterosexual. Nomvula (21) commented: 

It’s always questions of if it is real or a phase and that it will pass over… no one 

understands it [her bisexual identity] as if it is unheard of and something new. People 

just never understand.  

Nicola commented: 

When I told my mom, she was like ‘But are you really attracted to women?’ And I said 

yes, and she said ‘Okay, I can get you’re attracted to men, but the women part is just like 

a thing’ … it felt like she was doubting that I was attracted to both men and women. 

For Nomvula and Nicola, the responses they receive highlight how individuals’ bisexuality is 

viewed as a phase and not a legitimate identity. When I asked both participants if those they 

disclosed to thought they were homosexual instead of heterosexual because of their experiences, 

Nomvula said: 

Absolutely! People still think I will end up with a man. 

And Nicola responded: 

It depends. My family still think I am straight. My friends from high school think I am 

just experimenting, but my other friends are accepting of it. 

As mentioned in previous chapters, Diamond’s (2008) research has shown how women living in 

the USA discover that their sexuality is fluid over a long period of time. What is interesting in 

both Nomvula’s and Nicola’s comments quoted above is that most of the responses they received 
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viewed them as heterosexual and not homosexual or lesbian. This speaks to the rejection of 

bisexuality, but it also speaks to the consistent imposition of heteronormativity on women. For 

bisexual men they are also limited as they are assumed to be homosexual and never bisexual. 

Heteronormativity works differently for women, as they are assumed to be heterosexual unless 

they completely move away from any engagement with men. For women who choose to be in 

romantic relationships outside of heteronormativity, there is always this constant push-back and 

regulatory force with which they must contend. For bisexual men they are also limited as they 

are assumed to be homosexual and someone who has had opposite-sex experiences which is 

limiting and undermines bisexuality. Heteronormativity in relation to sexual identity works 

differently for women, as they are assumed to be heterosexual unless they completely move 

away from any engagement with men. This is informed by the idea of controlling women’s 

bodies and how they choose to use their bodies, especially in their romantic engagements, if 

these go against the norm of what is expected. For women who choose to be in romantic 

relationships outside of heteronormativity, there is always this constant push-back and regulatory 

force with which they must contend.  

The constant questioning of sexual engagements, and of the ability to reproduce and have a 

family, indicates how heteronormativity persists in queer spaces. Some of my participants 

mentioned that one of the ways in which they experienced homophobia and biphobia is the 

comments about whether they were having ‘real sex’ with their partners, or whether they were 

able to have children. Kefilwe (26) commented: 

People are so obsessed with sex, I just don’t get it. What upsets me is that they want to 

make sexuality about how do you have sex. Many people have asked me how do I have 

sex with my girlfriend and I find it so rude because I would never ask them that, but they 
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think they can ask me that because I am with a woman.  

The questioning of whether queer women are having ‘real sex’ speaks to the idea of the 

centrality of the phallus and how it needs to be present for sexual practices to be viewed as ‘real’ 

(Butler, 2006). The lack of a phallus in a sexual encounter means that queer women are not 

engaging in ‘real sex’, according to a heteronormative framework. The way in which people 

easily ask Kefilwe about her sexual practices indicates the easiness with which a queer identity 

can be questioned in a heterosexual society, especially in the case of women. This is particularly 

important in a country like South Africa that has legal rights enshrined and protected for 

LGBTQI+ individuals, yet where the questioning persists. Kefilwe also points out how people 

have associated sexual practices with a sexual identity. She questions the idea that you can 

reduce a sexual identity to sexual practices. This then moves away from the idea of having a 

fixed sexual identity, rather than sexual practices, beliefs and attractions that inform an 

individual’s preferences. As mentioned in Chapter 4 in relation to sexual identities, one must 

look at other factors that shape how an individual will identify. In this instance, Kefilwe’s sexual 

practices cannot be tied to a sexual identity, as she is sleeping with a woman but identifies as 

bisexual and not lesbian, as one would assume. When I went back to ask her about this comment 

in a second interview, she said: 

I just think for me being bisexual in some ways allows me to not be so restricted with a 

specific identity. Everyone will know that I sleep with individuals regardless of their 

gender and also, I am more interested in who I am attracted to versus the gender or 

sexual identity that someone sees themselves.  

For Kefilwe, being bisexual gives her space to not be limited to what one would think that sexual 
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identity is, but rather to focus on attraction and not identity. Borgos (2007) argues that if the 

identity of an individual is not stable and is constantly changing and being influenced by 

numerous factors, internal and external, then this should also apply to their sexual identity in that 

it also should not be fixed, and should be allowed to shift over the life period of the individual. 

Bisexuality allows for the instability of sexual identity to exist, as an individual can be in sexual 

and romantic relationships with different individuals of different genders and not have to be 

classified as having a particular identity. This, of course, falls in line with a queer identity that 

seeks to look past the limitations of fixed sexual identities and rather have a fluid, non-binary 

understanding of identity.  

Linked to the questioning of sexual practices that Kefilwe referred to is the idea of reproduction 

and family. One of the common forms of homophobia/biphobia that my respondents experienced 

when disclosing their sexual identity to others was the questioning of how they were going to 

have children, or even whether they were going to have a family. Beth commented: 

I find that when I tell people I am engaged to a woman they will say to me can you have 

children? How will you have children? I just don’t understand why people think that I 

won’t be able to have children, if I wanted them, with my fiancée.  

Another respondent, Kopano (27), said: 

When I told my sister I was with a woman the first thing she said to me is, will you be 

able to have kids? I was shocked because she has not really asked me if I wanted kids 

before when I introduced her to my boyfriends, but now when I have a girlfriend, she is 

asking me this question. I was just so hurt and upset, and I said nothing.  
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Both comments highlight the homophobia as well as the heteronormativity that LGBTQI+ 

individuals face when they disclose their sexual identity, or when they might be thinking of 

having a family. As mentioned in previous chapters, there are LGBTQI+ rights enshrined in the 

South African Constitution which have translated into LGBTQI+ individuals being able to adopt 

children or engage in different reproductive assisted practices such as in vitro fertilization or 

gamete intrafallopian transfer, which are used by both heteronormative and homosexual couples 

to conceive a child. This has meant that LGBTQI+ individuals are able to have a family that is 

not located in a heterosexual relationship. The ability of LGBTQI+ individuals to create families 

challenges the norm of having a man and a woman creating a family, which has always been the 

idea of how a family is built in South African society. This action is deemed to be a threat to the 

heteronormativity in society and results in the negative comments that are made to my 

participants about family creation. Kopano’s comments indicate that once she started to be in a 

non-heterosexual relationship, the question of having a child and creating a family was 

immediately asked by her sister as it was assumed this was not a possibility. What I also find 

interesting in Kopano’s comment is how it was assumed that she has always wanted children, 

and once she decided not to be in a relationship with a man, that assumption was immediately 

questioned. This speaks to the idea of the regulation and control of women’s bodies, where it is 

assumed that all women will want to build a family and have children. If a woman chooses not to 

do that it is deemed unacceptable, and therefore must be challenged in multiple ways such as 

derogatory comments. This again goes back to the regulation of women’s bodies in the bedroom 

and how they choose to build families. The same regulation does not occur for men as it does for 

women, and that speaks to the patriarchal nature of South African society, which seeks to control 

women’s bodies in all respects.  
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7.4  Physical violence experienced by bisexual women. 

As mentioned earlier, my participants have experienced harassment because of their sexuality, 

and some of that harassment has resulted in physical violence. This violence is informed by the 

homophobia that LGBTQI+ individuals experience in South Africa, even though there are legal 

protections for them. The violence that was inflicted on my participants was experienced by 

those who were black women. LGBTQI+ violence that is documented and profiled in South 

Africa occurs mainly in residential spaces such as the townships where black people are the 

majority of residents. This does not mean that homophobic violence does not occur in white 

spaces. Judge (2018) argues that in South Africa a ‘blackwashing’ of homophobia occurs 

because the reported cases that receive the most attention are ones that involve black people 

living in townships, specifically lesbian women. So, because GBV mainly affects women in 

South Africa, a narrative is created that homophobic violence only occurs in black communities. 

Judge argues that for some men, a lesbian identity, or what appears to be a lesbian identity in 

South African society, is viewed as an ‘incorrect’ sexual identity and therefore must be ‘fixed’. 

This way of thinking is compounded by the high levels of socio-economic inequality in 

townships that disproportionately affect black women, leaving them in a vulnerable position and 

resulting in the violence they experience, which is reported more in the media than other cases of 

violence against women (Judge, 2018). For white LGBTQI+ individuals, specifically white 

lesbians, their ‘whiteness’ works in conjunction with other modes of power such as 

heterosexuality and economic status, so that they are not viewed as having an ‘incorrect’ sexual 

identity. They are absent from the discussion of homophobic violence as they are protected by 

their race and economic status in the country. The rates of homophobic violence inflicted in 

townships across the country are high, and one of my participants, Ayanda (25), told me of the 
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multiple incidents of violence she had experienced: 

I have had people spike my drink at Roving Bantu Kitchen and luckily someone saw and 

so I did not drink my drink and they chased the dude out… I was out with my girlfriend 

in Menlyn, and we were affectionate in public at some restaurant. Some guys were trying 

to join us, and we said no thanks. When we were done, and we were in the parking lot 

they tried again, and we said no and then they hit me and my girlfriend. We didn’t fight 

because we knew it could have gotten worse. 

Another participant, Kefilwe (26), commented: 

I was with my girlfriend in a tavern and guys were hitting on me and I was just ignoring 

them. When I went to the bathroom the same guys came around me and they started to 

push me around and hit me and so I fought back, and luckily other guys came, and they 

stopped the guys. 

When I asked Ayanda how it made her feel to have gone through that, she commented: 

It was just so scary because I just don’t trust men anymore, especially in public when I 

am with my girlfriend. I just am always aware of my surroundings, the people I am 

around when I am out. Even when I am not with my girlfriend, I am just always aware of 

where I am and who is around me. I live in South Africa, I have no choice! 

For both Kefilwe and Ayanda, their experiences came because of their resistance to being pulled 

back into the heteronormativity of how women should behave in romantic relationships. In both 

incidents, their public display of their romantic desires (i.e., being physically romantic in public 

with a woman) indicated their resistance, and this was met with physical violence. What I found 
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in my research was that it was only black women who said that they had experienced some form 

of harassment or physical violence because of their public display of their sexuality. white 

participants had experienced forms of stigma and derogatory comments, but not physical 

violence. Ayanda is always aware of where she is and who she is around, because she lives in a 

country where women experience violence. As mentioned in previous chapters, my observation 

from my research is that my black participants were a lot more aware of the potential threat of 

violence than their white counterparts. This does not mean that my white participants were not 

aware of the potential threat of violence, but my black participants were fully conscious and 

aware of it all the time, especially when they were in public spaces. Vuyo (24) commented: 

I just know that if I had a girlfriend, I just could not kiss her in public. It is just not safe. 

As stated in the literature review in Chapter 2, African women’s bodies are viewed as not their 

own, but rather as bodies to regulate or inflict violence upon, if they do not ‘behave’. This way 

of thinking has influenced how black women move or express themselves in public. The fact that 

Vuyo says that she ‘just knows’ that she could not be affectionate with her potential girlfriend in 

public indicates a level of awareness and conforming that she has had to accept in order to be 

free from potential violence. This comes from the generational violence that African women’s 

bodies have experienced and that continues to this day. This violence is critical when we look at 

African women’s sexual identities that do not conform to heteronormativity, and how violence is 

used against them to make them conform but also to get these bodies to do what others want 

from them. Matebeni (2013) argues that this informs the violence inflicted on black lesbian 

women, as their bodies are viewed as not their own but rather in service to others, and therefore 

they have to be more conscious about how they display their sexual desires in public.  
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Both Kefilwe and Ayanda have also experienced ‘corrective rape’ because of their sexual 

identity. ‘Corrective rape’ is a hate crime in which an individual is raped because of their 

perceived sexual orientation, such as homosexuality or bisexuality (Morrissey, 2013). The term 

has been used to identify cases in which lesbian women experience this type of violence because 

of their sexual identity in South Africa, which in some cases has resulted in death (Matebeni, 

2011). When I asked Kefilwe what happened she did not want to go into detail about it, but she 

did say: 

I just remember before the rape that he said he wanted to show me how I have the right 

sex… I then just blanked out.  

In the above comment Kefilwe points out the main reason ‘corrective rape’ occurs, which is to 

‘correct’ the sex that lesbian women or bisexual women are having. During the colonial era, 

black female bodies were documented as ‘over-sexualized’ and ‘unruly’ and needing to be 

‘regulated’ in order to adhere to what it meant to be a black woman (Lake, 2014). This way of 

thinking persists in the post-colonial period in relation to black lesbian bodies, as their sexual 

desires and identity are viewed as a problem since they go against the heteropatriarchal order in 

South Africa, and this order is maintained by black men through the act of ‘corrective rape’. 

Muholi (2004) takes a different view when looking at this violence: she argues that the violence 

inflicted is a sign of women not engaging in the heteronormativity that is expected of their 

bodies. Queer women are imagining a different way of being in relationships, and this must be 

stopped, hence the violence.  

When I asked Ayanda about her experience, she was more forthcoming and commented: 

I think having experienced corrective rape has made me so nervous to be around men 
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and nervous to be affectionate in public spaces… I have gone to therapy, and I am 

dealing with it, but it is just not safe in the streets. and men just feel they can do 

whatever they want to do to you.  

I then asked her if she experienced the violence while being in a township and she said: 

Actually no. It happened to me in Parktown, with a guy who was a friend of friend. He 

seemed cool but you just never know, hey. 

Again, Ayanda is highlighting her awareness of how she must conduct herself in public because 

of her violent experience, but also because South Africa has a high level of violence towards 

women which has made her very nervous to express her sexual identity in public. The fact that 

her rape occurred in an upper-middle-class suburban area (Parktown) speaks to how this type of 

violence is not just located in a particular space, but rather is linked to a specific group of 

women. The reported cases of corrective rape have only involved black women. No cases of this 

act have been reported involving white lesbian, bisexual or queer women. What is also important 

in Ayanda’s comment is that the perpetrator of her rape was not a stranger, but rather someone 

she knew, which is in line with data in South Africa that have shown that most victims of sexual 

violence know their perpetrator before the incident occurs (Gqola, 2015). In public or private 

spaces, women must be constantly aware of where they are and those around them, just like 

Ayanda. The result of this is a constant regulation of behaviour that women must perform to 

avoid experiencing violence. 
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7.5  Conclusion  

In this chapter I have shown the different forms of violence, harassment and erasure that bisexual 

individuals experience. This has made my participants aware of how they behave in public, as 

the threat of violence against women is severe in South Africa. At the same time, bisexual 

individuals experience a unique form of biphobia, as other LGBTQI+ individuals and 

heterosexual individuals are invested in the hetero/homo binary that bisexuality challenges. This 

has resulted in my participants experiencing biphobia through a constant questioning of the 

legitimacy of a bisexual identity. Bisexuals continue to face resistance from both hetero and 

homo spaces, but this offers a possibility for individuals to move beyond existing boundaries of 

understanding sexual identities and shift towards a more fluid and contextual way of 

understanding sexual behaviours, practices and attractions.  

For my participants, the violence that they experienced highlights the heteropatriarchy that exists 

and that influences the expectations of how women, regardless of their sexual identity, should 

express themselves and behave in public when it comes to their sexuality. There is an 

unfortunate dance that women in South Africa must engage in. I say this because we constantly 

have to be conscious of how, when and where we can express our sexuality, as taking a wrong 

step could result in violence. This dance does not occur for men in South Africa, and this speaks 

to the gendered nature of violence in the country.   
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Chapter 8: Conclusion  

8.1  Introduction  

This concluding chapter will outline the contributions this study makes to sexuality studies and 

how this informs the ways in which we understand women’s ability to claim and express their 

sexuality from a Global South perspective. I also discuss the limitations of this study, and finally 

I look at recommendations for what research should come next in this field.  

8.2 Summary and findings  

The chapters of this thesis have discussed the experiences of bisexual women in Johannesburg. 

The invisibility of bisexuality (Barker & Langdridge, 2008) has resulted in limited research 

being conducted in this area, and with this study I have tried to contribute to this field from an 

African/Global South perspective. In the thesis I have looked at how bisexuality continues to be 

undefinable, as my participants have differing perspectives on this, but a theme that came 

through in my interviews with them was fluidity and not adhering to single-sex attraction. Their 

narratives make a case for moving beyond the hetero/homo binary way in which we understand 

sexuality and moving away from the fixed and rigid understandings of sexuality. They also 

encourage us to view our sexuality as a part of our identity that can change over the course of our 

lives. Sexuality is about practices, behaviours and desires, and bisexuality reveals a fluid 

perspective on all of these and not a linear and fixed way of understanding sexuality. My 

participants had different partners from different genders over time, and their desires shifted over 

time as they were influenced by their contexts and life course. This does not mean that they were 

not ‘queer enough’ or they were just ‘in a phase’, but rather they were open to experience the 
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fluid nature of their sexuality as bisexual women.  

At the beginning of this project, I wished to contribute to the acknowledgement and visibility of 

bisexuality. I aimed to use queer theory as a perspective on how one can understand bisexuality. 

Through this whole process I have come to feel that there is not an urgent need to find a 

definitive bisexual identity. The lack of boundaries around this identity and the fact that there is 

no clear definition of bisexuality contribute to queer theory in moving away from fixed silo 

identities, and allowing an individual’s sexuality to be viewed as it shifts over time. I also argue 

that setting boundaries around what is and what is not ‘bisexual’ becomes challenging, as there 

will constantly be different ideas about where the boundaries of this identity are and who gets to 

define them. This is particularly important as historically these boundaries have not been created 

by those who are most marginalized. I believe a queer perspective is one that aligns best with 

bisexuality, as it indicates that the bisexual individual is not living according to the heterosexual 

norm, and that this difference in sexual identity should not be subject to boundaries in terms of 

behaviours, practices and performances relating to sexuality. This does mean, though, that more 

research needs to be done on queer sexualities that do not silo identities but where these 

identities are contextual and intersectional.  

Disclosure of one’s sexuality is something which is also understood and experienced from 

differing perspectives. Amongst my participants it was evident that younger participants did not 

see a need to disclose, while older participants felt this was necessary. I believe this is influenced 

by the constitutional rights that have been won for LGBTQI+ individuals in South Africa, which 

allow younger participants to not feel the need to disclose as these rights give them this agency. 

Furthermore, the idea of disclosure stems from Global North countries, and this is something that 

both I and some of my participants questioned. When looking at the supi in Ghana or the women 
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in northern Uganda who are in same-sex relationships (Dankwa, 2021; Wa Tushabe, 2017) what 

is evident is that these women do not participate in the act of disclosure, because it is illegal in 

the country, yet they are still able to perform their sexuality just like some of my participants 

without having to perform this action in their public or private spaces. At the same time new 

ways of disclosure such as inviting in allow for LGBTQI+ individuals to have agency on when, 

where and to whom they chose to disclose to. This is important as it puts the power back in the 

individual’s hands and there is no expectation of others outside on whether they should disclose 

or not. This has made me think about disclosure and its necessity, because, as mentioned earlier 

in this study, I wanted to contribute to the visibility and legitimacy of bisexuality. Part of that, I 

believed, was informed by more bisexuals disclosing their sexuality and claiming it publicly. At 

the end of this project, I concluded that disclosure is not always necessary if we are to truly 

challenge how we understand sexualities, and that bisexuality offers us the opportunity to 

challenge sexual identity binaries. At the same time, when looking at the recent anti-LGBTQI+ 

backlash that is occurring in Uganda, Ghana and other parts of the world, I do think that part of 

the political work needed will be claiming queer sexualities in public again and using disclosure 

as a way to secure rights. This disclosure must be done in a way that does not put people’s lives 

at risk and must be inclusive and contextual.  

Lastly, this study has shown how women living in Johannesburg continue to navigate and 

negotiate their bisexuality in different ways. For women in this country, gender-based violence, 

and particularly the high levels of violence against queer women, continue to be a threat. These 

women have constructed their identity in ways that reflect their racial and age differences. Class 

still plays an important role in how women engage with spaces, but this study has shown how 

queer individuals have tried to create spaces that are inclusive of individuals from different 
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backgrounds. This, of course, mirrors the broader South African society, where class and race 

continue to shape the social access that people have regarding how they express their sexuality. I 

believe this is important when trying to understand women’s sexuality in South Africa.  

8.3  Limitations of the study 

From the onset of this project, I knew that I wanted to focus on bisexual women and not on all 

bisexual individuals. This was informed by my commitment to contributing to the canon of 

knowledge about women’s lived experiences, especially the experiences of black women, as they 

have historically been marginalized in gender and sexuality studies. I believe that I was able to 

bring forth the experiences of bisexual women through this study, but during the process I 

realized how bisexual men needed to be included in the study. When I was reaching out to 

participants, I noticed that many male bisexual individuals reached out and wanted to be a part of 

the study. Unfortunately, this was not possible, but I did have informal conversations with two 

bisexual men. It was through these conversations and in looking at the literature on bisexuality 

that I recognized the importance of including bisexual men, or bisexual gender-non-conforming 

individuals, in the research. In my analysis I highlight the differences between how people 

respond to bisexual women and to bisexual men, and I believe that future studies can provide 

comparative perspectives on what it means for women and men to be bisexual and on the 

different challenges that each group faces. This will contribute significantly to the work on 

bisexuality, which is important in sexuality studies.  

Another limitation of my study was that most of my participants came from middle-class or 

upper-class backgrounds. There were no participants who were working-class. I tried to be as 

diverse as possible in terms of selecting my sample, but unfortunately, I was only able to find 
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participants from these groups. I believe that this did not give a diverse perspective on the class 

positions of bisexual women. I do believe that one of the spaces in which I was able to see 

women from all classes was at some of the queer parties hosted in Johannesburg (e.g. Pussy 

Party events), and this was discussed in Chapter 6, where I looked at how these spaces bring 

about inclusivity of all queer individuals who have been historically marginalized.  

This study was specifically concerned with bisexual women and therefore it cannot be 

generalized to all queer women. I believe that this is important, as some research puts all queer 

women in the same category even though they have different and unique experiences. This study 

contributes to the knowledge on queer women, specifically bisexual women living in the Global 

South, but is not generalizable beyond urban Johannesburg. 

8.4 Future research  

Studies going forward need to include bisexuals in how we understand all queer individuals. 

Understandably there are unique experiences for all queer individuals, but research must not silo 

bisexual individuals to separate them from other discussions. Historically research on bisexuals 

has occurred within a negative framework relating to mental health, suicide and promiscuous 

behaviour (Johnson, 2016; Persson & Pfaus, 2015; Ross et al., 2018). The stigma attached to 

bisexuality is heavily influenced by this research and therefore this needs to change so that a 

fuller perspective on bisexuals is discussed in research and other spaces.  

I believe that regarding queer women, a lot more research needs to focus on our pleasures and 

joys as sexual beings. I believe that this is important for all women, as our sexual desires and 

pleasures are still negotiated through a heteronormative and patriarchal lens. This will contribute 

to viewing women in a multidimensional manner that allows us the space to be in discussion 
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about our own sexuality rather than being told what it should be. Lastly, during this study one of 

the things I concluded was that future research needs to look at queer joy. When one looks at 

sexuality studies, historically these studies have focused on different forms of marginalization 

such as violence and discrimination affecting queer individuals, especially women. In the South 

African context, they have focused on these themes and on sexual health and reproductive rights 

(SHRR), which have been influenced by the HIV/Aids pandemic that affected the country 

(Cloete et al., 2008). Another influence on the research is the violence inflicted on lesbian 

women, which has required research and advocacy work. The focus on SHRR and violence has 

limited the conversation about how we understand queer individuals in the broader society. 

Research has not looked at the queer joy and community that queer individuals have been able to 

create, despite the challenges they face. I believe that this is important in the study of sexuality, 

as it shows the fullness of queer individuals and not just these challenges. Queer joy is important, 

as it moves away from showing queer individuals as victims, viewing us instead as having 

agency, creativity, resilience and the ability to imagine how we can create inclusive ways of 

being for all.  
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